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Tämä tutkielma käsittelee paikan luomisen käytäntöjä sekä paikkaan kiintymisen merkitystä 
Valparaísossa, Chilessä. Tutkielman tarkoituksena on tarkastella kuinka kiintymys paikkaan muodostuu 
ja kuinka sitä toisaalta voimistetaan. Työssä käsitellään muistin ja osallistumisen teemoja sekä 
yhteisöllisyyden voimaa paikan käsitteen näkökulmasta. Tutkielma tarkastelee naapurustoelämää, 
naapurustojärjestön toimintaa sekä kaupunkiyhteisön reagointia laajalle levinneeseen tuhoisaan 
tulipaloon. 
 
Tutkielman aineisto kerättiin kolme kuukautta kestäneen kenttätyöjakson aikana. Aineiston keräämiseen 
käytettiin etnografisia menetelmiä, joihin kuului osallistuva havainnointi, puolistrukturoidut haastattelut 
sekä arkiset keskustelut informanttien kanssa. Aineisto koostuu kenttämuistiinpanoista, valokuvista, 
litteroiduista haastatteluista sekä mediasisällöistä. Tärkeimmät informantit olivat asukkaita neljältä eri 
asuinalueelta Valparaísossa. Nämä henkilöt olivat joko naapurustojärjestöjen jäseniä tai aktiivisia 
naapureita, jotka olivat kiinnostuneita vaikuttamaan naapuriyhteisön vahvistamiseen.  
 
Chilen poliittisen sorron historia on edelleen merkittävä selittäjä naapureiden heikolle 
osallistumisinnolle. Augusto Pinochetin sotilasdiktatuuri vuosina 1973–1990 tuhosi naapureiden välisen 
luottamuksen sekä kansalaisvaikuttamisen rakenteet. Chilen tie demokraattiseksi valtioksi on ollut pitkä, 
ja sorron vaikutukset näkyvät yhteiskunnassa edelleen. On kuitenkin tärkeää, ettei traumaa unohdeta, 
jotta vastaava ei toistuisi. Kaupunkimaisema on tärkeä sosiaalisen historian säilyttäjä, ja siten tärkeä 
tekijä paikkaan liittyvän muistamisen sekä paikkaan kiintymyksen vahvistamisessa. Valparaíson 
historiallinen merkitys satamakaupunkina on huomioitu nimittämällä se UNESCOn 
maailmanperintökohteeksi, mutta kaupungin yhteisen, julkisen maiseman säilyminen on uhattuna.  
 
Tutkielman keskeinen argumentti on, että Valparaíson asukkaiden kiintymys kaupunkiin on erityisen 
voimakas. Tutkielmassa esitetään, että tämä voimakas identifioituminen tulisi valjastaa yhteisöllisen 
toiminnan vahvistamiseen paikan luomisen käytäntöjen avulla. Perinteiset naapurustoneuvostot eivät 
vetoa naapureihin vaikuttamisen väylänä. Osa tutkimuksessa mukana olleista järjestöistä kuitenkin 
hyödyntää toiminnassaan paikan luomisen menetelmiä, ja pyrkivät siten osallistamaan naapureita. On 
tärkeää kiinnittää ongelmat ja ratkaisut paikalliseen mittakaavaan asukkaiden motivoimiseksi. 
Tulipalosta toipumisen ensimmäiset vaiheet paljastivat Valparaíson kaupunkiyhteisöjen valtavan 
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1 Introduction  
 
One afternoon in March 2014 I was spending time with local children at a neighborhood 
library in the hill of Cerro Cordillera. We were reading a book where kids from different 
parts of the world were presenting their home regions. The library worker encouraged 
the children to describe their favorite things in the neighborhood of Cerro Cordillera. A 
ten-year-old girl mentioned the basketball court situated next to the library as the most 
important thing because all the kids were able to gather there and play together. The 
second thing she pointed out was the view at the sea she has from the hill. Being able to 
see the cruise ships arriving to the port was important to her. The librarian commented 
to the girl that she knows these things only because she lives in this exact neighborhood. 
The girl was drawing on personal experiences in familiar places in order to describe the 
affection she has for the neighborhood. The first thing she mentioned was based on 
activities and participation, whereas the second one was based on senses. People tend to 
form attachments to places they spend time in, or even to places they have never visited 
(Tuan 1974). By one definition, place attachment is the symbolic relationship that 
people form to a particular space or piece of land by giving it affective meanings. The 
space is the basis for the individual’s or group’s experience of the environment. (Low 
1992, 165.) There are several sources of place attachments, personal experiences being 
one of them. Another significant aspect in the process of place attachment is memory. 
“Awareness of the past is an important element in the love of place”, states Yi-Fu Tuan 
(1974, 99). In this thesis I will examine the practices of place-making and the ways 
place attachments are formed in the city of Valparaíso, Chile.  
I visited Valparaíso for the first time in 2008. After spending some days in the city, I 
remember thinking that this city is full of stories, and how it would be fascinating to 
spend some more time there to hear them. When I had decided that the topic of my 
Master’s thesis would be place-making in urban Latin America, I remembered the 
peculiar atmosphere of Valparaíso. Back in 2008 I heard many discussions about who 
the city belongs to, and whether it has become too touristic or too capitalist. At the 
moment several debates about the use of urban space are going on as well. An 
especially heated current argument is the construction of a mall in the port area. The 





to many of the city dwellers, and at the same time very limited in Valparaíso. The 
privatization of this space is being strongly objected by a very visible citizen movement.  
As I was interested in the issues of urban public space and citizen participation, 
Valparaíso seemed like a great field for my study. Thus I ended up in Chile with the 
idea to study tactical urbanism, the quick and low-cost interventions that transform 
urban space for the benefit of the citizens. However, when I arrived in Valparaíso, I 
noticed that these types of interventions were not in an important role in the everyday 
life of the city dwellers, even though they were a part of the urban activities. I decided 
instead to concentrate on the everyday spaces of the citizens, such as the neighborhoods 
and the streets, and in the experiences and memories people had of them. I had assumed 
that the neighborhood communities in Valparaíso would be very active. In the field I 
very quickly noticed that this was not the case; people were complaining about the lack 
of participation. I then began to contemplate on the reasons for the low motivations of 
the neighbors. When a violent fire destroyed large parts of the city two weeks before the 
end of my fieldwork period, my plans changed once again as the dynamics in the city 
altered significantly. In the midst of the tragedy, I had the chance to observe how the 
community reacted and organized itself in the situation of disaster. I will use my data 
about the fire and the actions after that as a case study in order to emphasize the 
significance of place attachment and the power of community mobilization.  
According to Pardo and Prato (2012), the anthropology of the city has been undervalued 
as a sub-field, although cities are sites of human interaction and diversity. They argue 
that urban anthropology is now especially important as the majority of the world 
population live in cities, and as urbanization will only accelerate in the near future. 
Urban research can help in providing the kind of holistic understanding on which 
anthropology as a field is based. (Ibid., 5, 17.) I strongly agree with their claim about 
the importance and potential of the anthropology of cities. In addition to the reasons 
mentioned above, for me, the interest in the anthropology of cities lies in the way people 
search for a community in their everyday urban lives, and in how they attach meanings 
to places in their habitual environment. I am also interested in how the scale of 
experience varies from the immediate neighborhood to the city as a whole. Even though 
my informants did not necessarily personally know the places and neighborhoods on the 
other side of the city, they were able to identify with them and talk about them as parts 





with the city as an entity in the speech of my informants. This kind of identification was 
especially significant and visible in the mobilization after the fire.  
Among anthropologists, cities have increasingly been regarded as places that have a 
specific significance for the resident, giving meaning to “who we are” (Pardo & Prato 
2012). The inhabitants of Valparaíso refer to themselves as Porteños, people of the port. 
The name is mainly used for people who are natives of Valparaíso or of the nearby 
cities, but more generally it refers to an identity that distinguishes the people of 
Valparaíso from other Chileans. Porteño-designation is common in South America’s 
port cities. For example, in Argentina, the inhabitants of Buenos Aires are called 
Porteños. In Valparaíso, the Porteño-identity was often emphasized and recreated. My 
informants mentioned several different characteristics for the Porteños, depending on 
the context. Attributes like friendliness, trustworthiness and trustfulness, solidarity, and 
bohemian were some of these. In the course of the thesis, I will use this expression to 
refer to the people who live in Valparaíso. I will point out how people talk about the 
city as a place, and what kind of meaning the city has given to this identity.  
 
1.1 Outline of the thesis 
 
After presenting my field and research methods, I will move on to the background 
information. I will give a brief overview of the historical events in Chile that are 
relevant for my subject. These are the different phases of the development of 
democracy, starting from the election of President Allende, moving on to the military 
coup and to the time of the dictatorship, and ending with the student movements of the 
past ten years. These events are important factors in forming my arguments, as they 
depict how the concepts of democracy and participation have developed in Chile during 
the last decades, and how the times of repression affected the sense of place in the city. 
These concepts are also relevant in examining the relationship between participation 
and place-making. I will then concentrate on the history of Valparaíso and present the 
city’s varying phases from growth and splendor to poverty and decadence. After the 
historical overview, I will give an introduction to some of the features that give 





Before moving on to the analysis of my field data, I will present the theoretical 
framework on which I base my arguments in the later chapters. This framework consists 
of theories of place, memory, and disaster anthropology. In the first analysis chapter I 
will discuss how the themes of memory and change are related to place in Valparaíso. I 
will present examples of both individual and collective remembering, and analyze some 
of the stories my informants told me. The following chapter examines how, on the one 
hand, places are made by actions and participation, and on the other, how place 
attachments can affect the willingness to participate. I will analyze the activities of a 
few neighborhood organizations as case studies. Finally I will look at how a crisis in the 
city significantly increased the participation of the citizens, and how place attachment is 
related to this mobilization. In this way the last chapter aims to tie the unexpected event 
and its consequences to the data I collected throughout the fieldwork. I will thus look at 
the concept of place and its meanings in the city of Valparaíso from three different 
perspectives: memory, participation, and disruption in the society.  
Finally, I wish to thank all my informants and Chilean friends for their irreplaceable 
helpfulness and patience, and for sharing with me their experiences, stories and 
memories.  
 
1.2 The field and methodology 
 
Unexpected things can happen in the field. Planning the methodology well ahead is 
important, but I believe that improvisation in the field is necessary more often than not. 
In my case, the improvisation turned out to have a much bigger role than expected. On 
Saturday the 12
th
 of April a forest fire flared up in the hills in the outskirts of 
Valparaíso. The fire quickly spread to the nearby neighborhoods. It was difficult to 
control the fire because of the hilly topography of Valparaíso, strong winds, and dense 
housing. Getting the fire extinction equipment up the hills with the steep and small 
roads is challenging and slow. In the end the fire blazed for three days, destroying over 
3000 houses from 12 different neighborhoods. The officially reported number of 
casualties was 15. (Schüller 2014.)  
The field had thus dramatically changed in the course of three days. My focus was no 





and in the volunteer centers. The interviews and meetings I had scheduled for the last 
two weeks were cancelled or rescheduled, as everyone, including me, were dedicating 
all the time they could spare to helping. I participated in the sorting out of food and 
clothes that were donated to the reception centers. There I had time to discuss with the 
other volunteers and share thoughts with them about the disaster. I also went to the 
affected area to distribute helping kits that we had gathered at the reception center. Up 
in the affected hills I talked with the families, heard their stories and discussed with 
them about their anxieties. I was not able to say much that would really help them, but 
most of the victims seemed pleased that they were listened to. Many volunteers were 
also there to clean up the ruins and help in the construction of new houses. In the Easter 
weekend I participated in creating fun activities for children in the temporary 
accommodations. There I could see a glimpse of the life of the families that had been 
accommodated, and see how the children were reacting to the situation. I also 
participated in meetings organized by community organizations, where strategies for 
further actions were planned. There was also a seminar in the congress of Valparaíso, 
where experts from different fields were presenting their views of the situation.  
I got first-hand experience on how the aid was distributed and organized. I heard how 
the victims experienced their situation, and discussed with the other volunteers about 
what they made of all that had happened. I am quite sure that each one of us was equally 
shocked when we entered the affected area for the first time. In addition to being in the 
affected area, I gained insight on how actors on distinct levels were experiencing the 
disaster by participating in various events where the situation was analyzed. After 
observing the situation for two weeks, I have to say I was surprised by the chaos and 
uneven distribution of help. In a country where disasters are not uncommon, one has to 
wonder why the public actors were so unprepared. This seemed to be the general 
opinion of both the victims and the volunteers as well. Two weeks is of course a very 
short time to grasp the complex dynamics and consequences of the disaster. By 
supporting my observations with the data I gathered before the disaster and with disaster 
theory, I was able to analyze some of the elements of the situation.  
The implications of the “participant observation” methodology became very concrete as 
I was delivering the aid kits in the hills or sorting out clothes. My role as a participant 
was especially stressed in those situations. However, I had to reflect on my role as a 





I was first of all a volunteer. Immediately after the disaster I was not thinking about my 
research, and even after returning home I was not completely sure whether I would 
write about the fire. The people I interacted with were therefore not aware that they 
would end up in my thesis. Finally I came to the conclusion that it was important to 
include the fire in my work and discuss what it meant for the community of Valparaíso. 
I happened to be there to witness a tragedy, and my experiences of it proved to support 
my analysis as well, and possibly contribute to the academic discussion on disaster 
anthropology. However, I am aware of the need to protect the identities of the disaster 
victims and other people I interacted with while volunteering.  
Now I will take a step back and describe my field in general and present the methods I 
was using to collect data before the fire. I conducted my fieldwork in Valparaíso 
between the end of January and the end of April 2014. During the whole fieldwork 
period I relied mostly on the most common method in anthropology, participant 
observation. According to Pardo and Prato, a few decades ago many anthropologists 
believed that participant observation could not be done in the context of cities because 
they were too big and complex areas. Since then, many cases have proven that 
ethnographic methodology has in fact contributed significantly to the understanding of 
the increasingly urbanized world. In-depth case-studies and long-term anthropological 
fieldwork have offered insights on cities as places of meaning and identity, as well as on 
urban space as a source of knowledge and networks and as a site for identity formation. 
(Pardo & Prato 2012, 9-20.) 
In my field, participant observation in general consisted of having conversations with 
the locals, spending time with them, and taking large amounts of notes while observing 
and living the city life. In order to see how people used public places in Valparaíso, 
during the first weeks I spent time at the few plazas that can be found at the plain area 
of the city. These were Plaza Victoria, Parque Italia and Plaza O’Higgins. In the hills 
there are not too many urban spaces such as plazas. The public spaces there mainly 
consist of streets. In the plazas I sat down for a couple of hours at a time observing, 
chatting with people, and taking notes. I also took several walks around the city in order 
to grasp a general idea of the city structure and the ways people live there. 
Valparaíso consists of 42 hills and of a narrow central area between the hills and the 





referred to as a natural amphitheater. As the city keeps growing, it spreads further and 
further up the hills, and much of the growth is unplanned and uncontrolled. Valparaíso 
continues to expand spontaneously, in the same manner as its urbanization began. Each 
of the hills is considered as a separate district. Depending on the size of the hill and the 
definition of neighborhood, it may contain several neighborhoods or be referred to as 
one. My informants were mostly talking about their cerros or their streets instead of 
their neighborhoods.  
 
Figure 1: Map of Valparaíso. My fieldwork was mainly concentrated on the circled area.  
 (©OpenStreetMap contributors, the circle added.)  
 
Out of these 42 hills, my research mainly concentrated on four. I lived in Cerro Alegre, 
and observed the everyday life there. The neighboring hills of Cerro Cordillera, Cerro 
Cárcel, and Cerro Panteón were other important places of research, where more specific 
participant observation was conducted in. In Cerro Panteón I participated in the 
meetings of the neighborhood council, Junta de Vecinos. They had a campaign 
underway for activating the neighbors. I had the chance to be present in the process of 
initiating the campaign and follow the progress for two months. I attended the meetings, 
interviewed some of the people participating in the campaign, and participated in a 





campaign. I also helped in the organization of this event by running some small tasks 
and making a tour in the neighborhood handing out flyers about the block party. 
Helping out gave me a chance to be more involved and thus better understand the 
process behind the campaign. At the same time it served as a way to establish trust 
between me and my informants. Meeting the neighbors while handing out flyers 
provided firsthand insight on how the neighbors feel about the activities of the council. 
In the council meetings I mainly observed and took notes. In the same neighborhood 
there was a cultural center called Patio Volantín. The center co-operated with the 
neighbor’s council in the organization of the campaign. I also followed their activities 
and projects, as well as volunteered with them after the fire.  
In Cerro Cordillera, I mostly spent time at the neighborhood library, which was also the 
meeting place of the local neighbors’ council. Cerro Cordillera, being situated just 
above the port neighborhood, is the first hill that was populated after Valparaíso started 
growing. It is a large hill, and it has several councils and neighborhoods. I had limited 
my studies in the hill to this one particular neighborhood. In the library I was often 
having conversations with the members of the council, as well as with the librarians. I 
would also meet some local residents as they came to visit the library. The children of 
the neighborhood were the most active user group, and I was also spending a lot of time 
with them. It was an important place for them to come and do their homework or spend 
time with other kids and reliable adults. It was interesting to hear the children’s 
experiences of their neighborhood. Cerro Cordillera had a reputation of crime and 
unrest. I never felt threatened when I was walking around there, but I was paying more 
attention to my surroundings than in the other neighborhoods in which I conducted my 
research. If I went to the hill alone, there would oftentimes be police officers in the 
streets who would stop me and ask what I was doing there. They always told to me that 
I should not go any further up the hill than where the library was. In general I did not 
feel that security was an issue that would cause any restrictions for my research 
methods.  
In Cerro Cárcel and Cerro Alegre I was mostly spending time with my friends and 
informants, going to cafés and bars, and observing the general city life. In Cerro Cárcel 
there was also a cultural center that used to be a prison. It turned out to be an interesting 





The second part of my data collection methodology consisted of semi-structured 
interviews. I conducted most of them towards the end of the fieldwork period, as I 
wanted to first get to know the people and the themes that emerged from the everyday 
conversations. I was then able to better focus on the issues that were important for my 
informants, as well as relevant for my research. I felt that only after spending enough 
time in the field I knew what I wanted to know. I interviewed the representatives of the 
neighborhood organizations in both Cerro Cordillera and Cerro Panteón, and the 
representative of Patio Volantín. Most of my interviewees were neighbors from the 
areas of Cordillera, Panteón, and Cárcel. Many of them were active neighbors who 
participated in creating the neighborhood life, or had opinions on what should happen in 
the neighborhoods. The interviews were quite informal, and the topics of the 
conversation often varied depending on the person. They were mostly centered on the 
themes of urban life and citizen participation. When I compared the interviews and 
everyday discussions in the analysis phase, also other recurring themes emerged. I was 
principally using a recorder to document the interviews. Many of the most fruitful 
conversation with my informants happened outside of the interview situations. In those 
cases I took notes as we went along, or as soon as it was possible.  
When I returned from the field, I transcribed my interviews and started analyzing my 
data. In addition to the interviews, it consisted of field notes, photographs, and some 
other materials, such as campaign plans and event flyers. I also analyzed some media 
contents related to the topics of my interest. I carefully scrutinized all the field material 
and organized it into themes. I then turned to my theoretical framework in order to carry 
out a more profound analysis and understand why certain patterns were emerging from 
my data.  
My working language in the field was Spanish. I am fluent in the language, so the daily 
conversations and interviews did not cause any major challenges, but the Chilean dialect 
was somewhat difficult to grasp at first. I soon noticed that especially the young 
Porteños tend to talk fast and use distinct slang words. It was part of the construction of 
the identity, and my friends seemed proud of using expressions and words that were 
difficult for an outsider to understand. They were also eager to teach me these 
chilenismos. I felt that the more I was able to grasp as well as adopt the local 
expressions in my own speech, the more natural and therefore more meaningful the 





I chose to focus on the people who live in Valparaíso, the neighbors, the Porteños. As I 
studied their lives and surroundings, and the changes that are happening in them, I 
recognized that they are affected by wider national and international forces. Deborah 
Martin uses the word “glocalization” to underline the dynamics of global and local, 
which both shape people’s daily experiences (2003, 730). However, I wanted to 
concentrate on the Porteños’ experiences of Valparaíso as a place, so I will not be 
analyzing the broader national and global forces on a deeper level. Fernando Monge 
argues that an increasing amount of literature on the globalization of public spaces, 
entrepreneurial cities, and malls have brought to light some important aspects of urban 
life. However, he laments that much less has been written about the people who 
populate the cities. It is important to find out why the citizens might dislike malls, or 
how they behave in the new and the traditional urban spaces, not only why malls are 
being built. Monge calls for more research on how people belong to the city. He argues 
that the driving forces and expected results of globalization should not be taken for 
granted. (Monge 2012, 221.) Even though the global economy and local governments 
may well transform cities, they tend to keep their specific identity as places of meaning 
(Pardo & Prato 2012, 13–14).  
Monge also discusses how many anthropologists have “studied up” institutions, agents, 
and urban developers instead of the citizens (2012, 221). I decided to leave the public 
and private actors mainly outside of the scape of my research. I did talk to a 
representative of a private urban planning consultancy who was presenting the new 
plans for the city to me, and participated in a seminar held at the Congress of 
Valparaíso. However, I did not interview anyone from the municipality or other public 
officials. Since I focused on the perspectives of the citizens who sometimes presented 
harsh criticism towards the public actors, I acknowledge that my results represent the 
experiences of a certain, limited group of people. The representatives of the 
municipality might have different opinions on the issues I discuss. However, my aim is 
to discuss the experiences of people and how they see their urban lives, not official 
statements about democracy or urban planning processes in Valparaíso. I argue that 
what matters is how people experience their neighborhoods, the city, and the 
possibilities of participation. As Monge states, cities are narrations of people who visit, 














In this chapter I will present the historical background of my field. First, I will present 
the history of Chile’s political repression and the transition to democracy. I will then 
move on to discuss the history of Valparaíso. In the last sub-chapter I will present some 
of the most characteristic features of the city.  
 
2.1 A history of repression and democracy 
 
In the 1970, Chile was a model state of democracy in comparison with its neighboring 
countries, Argentina, Bolivia and Peru. The political tranquility allowed the election and 
installation of a Marxist head of state, President Salvador Allende. (Keen & Haynes 
2004, 342.) Urban communities were active and the political culture was participative 
(Don Emilio, interview, 27 February 2014). The preceding government had established 
a housing program for the homeless, and even when this program failed to serve the 
needs of the rapidly growing urban population, people would mobilize and organize 
themselves in order to arrange housing for their families (Paley 2001, 39–45). However, 
only three years after the election of Allende, the military rebels overthrew the 
legitimate government. The inaugurated right-wing dictatorship was characterized by 
brutal oppression which demolished the community culture and participative structures 
in the society. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 342.) 
The military junta led by General Pinochet aimed to “regenerate” Chilean society. They 
prohibited all political parties, abolished civil liberties, banned union activities and 
strikes, and erased the agrarian and economic reforms established by the Allende 
administration. Thousands of Chileans were tortured, jailed, and executed by the junta. 
(Keen & Haynes 2004, 356–357.)  
Neoliberal, free-market doctrines were implemented, and public spending was cut 
dramatically and state companies privatized. The social consequences of the drastic 
changes were soon apparent. In 1975, the wages had fallen to an almost half of the level 
of 1970. Unemployment percentages were between 20 and 28. The Chilean “economic 
miracle”, the recovery based on export products and attracting foreign investments, 





levels increased up to 30 percent and wages fell by 20 percent. Chile’s foreign debt 
ended up being one of the heaviest debt burdens in the world. In the last years of the 
military regime Pinochet pursued a policy of bartering debt for ownership of Chilean 
industries and natural resources. This led to and increasing foreign control of the 
economy. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 358.) 
Great landowners controlled the productions, commercialization and export of 
agricultural products, and profited enormously, but the mass of the rural population lost 
most of the land and other gains made during the Allende years. They suffered political 
repression and chronic unemployment. Farm workers were prevented from forming 
labor unions and denied welfare benefits. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 358.) 
In urban areas the situation was even worse. The high levels of unemployment and low 
salaries forced workers to live in overcrowded shantytowns with their families. The 
middle class suffered a drastic decline in the standards of living as well. The richest 20 
percent of the population increased their share of the national income from 51 to 60 
percent. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 358.) My informants Arturo and Maria Paz told me how 
the unemployment affected Valparaíso harshly. They explained how the introduction of 
technology reduced jobs in the port, and the free-market economy destroyed the small 
industries in the city. Some parts of the city began to desolate, as complete 
neighborhoods moved away from the city or the country. First it was the political exiles 
that left, then the economic exiles followed, Arturo and Maria Paz told me.   
During the first decade of the dictatorship the opposition was fragmented. However, the 
repression and failing economic policies soon gave rise to mass opposition. Many 
people were engaged in everyday forms of resistance, hidden from the political elite. 
For example women involved in a human rights organization, Vicariate of Solidarity, 
functioning under the Catholic church, hid people who were fleeing the regime’s terror, 
circulated information about the “disappeared”, and baked and distributed bread with 
secret messages about opposition activities. Mass demonstrations calling for democracy 
and jobs were organized especially by students and youth. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 358–
359.) 
Especially women’s position and rights were damaged during the dictatorship. The 
regime authorized husband’s legal control over his wife and her property, restricted 





were in an active role in the opposition of the regime. Women’s trade union group was 
the first to organize a public demonstration against Pinochet in 1978. (Keen & Haynes 
2004, 359.) 
The growing international pressure and the swelling democratic movement forced 
Pinochet to seek legitimation from the people. In the constitution he drafted in 1980 a 
plebiscite for October 1988 was called for. (Ortega 2010, 31; Keen & Haynes 2004, 
360.) The regime was feeling confident that by that time the economically prosperous 
years would have convinced the people to vote for Pinochet (Ortega 2010, 31). In the 
plebiscite the Chileans voted to deny Pinochet a new term by 54.6 percent (Keen & 
Haynes 2004, 360). 
The road to democracy from there was still long. Pinochet remained in power until the 
elections in 1989. Even after the new president, Patricio Aylwin, assumed office, 
Pinochet’s constitution and power, which remained rooted in the state apparatus, limited 
the possibilities of the new government. Popular movements demanded for the release 
of political prisoners, abolition of human rights abuses, and conviction of the officials 
who had committed the abuses. The calls for justice increased especially when the full 
horrors of the regime were revealed to the citizens after the discovery of the mass 
graves and a “Commission of Truth and Reconciliation” documented the record of 
human rights violations. The resistance of Pinochet himself and the government’s 
willingness to achieve compromise with the military slowed down the process of 
justice. (Keen & Haynes 2004, 360.)  
The economic situation of the country was also a major challenge for the new 
government. Aylwin had promised not to change the free-market policies drastically, 
but at the same time he was committed to improve the situation of the people who lived 
in poverty and unemployment. Even though the government did increase the public 
spending for education, health care, and social services, and decreased poverty, it was 
not enough to change the historical patterns of income inequality. (Keen & Haynes 
2004, 361.) 
The next presidents were not able to achieve major improvements either. Eduardo Frei’s 
populist program and support for free markets were not a sustainable approach when 
facing the world market fluctuations. His rule resulted in an increasing distrust of the 





next. His intentions of improving social themes were mostly blocked by his political 
opponents, who, due to the undemocratic constitution of Pinochet’s regime, still 
controlled the Senate. He finally did manage to reduce poverty and work towards 
equality. However, the troubled past of Chile would still continue to influence on the 
political processes. The fate of the democratic transition and the future of the nation 
were affected by the popular struggle to overthrow the institutional constraints imposed 
by the almost two-decade-long dictatorship, and the growing global economy on which 
Chile was dependent due to the neoliberal policies of the last thirty years. (Keen & 
Haynes 2004, 362–363.) Julia Paley notes that the practices of the new political 
democracy actually sustained and legitimated the neoliberal economics. The idea of 
democracy was used strategically, and given meanings by a variety of actors. Paley 
argues that in post-dictatorship Chile the quieting of social movement activity was 
actually striking. (Paley 2001, 5–6.)  
In 2006, Chile’s first female president was elected. Michelle Bachelet was a victim of 
the dictatorship herself, as she had lost her father and been imprisoned and tortured. 
According to Ríos Tobar, it was actually the most traditional gender constructions in the 
political culture of Chile, which contributed to the election of the Socialist candidate. 
She was seen as incorruptible, interested in the well-being of the nation, and willing to 
promote a more horizontal way of doing politics. The qualities associated with women 
in the Chilean society include generosity, commitment to service, interest in the 
common good, closeness to the citizen’s concerns, and little ambition for power and 
wealth. Her claim of being a political outsider and antiestablishment leader coincided 
perfectly with growing citizen discontent with traditional male political elites. (Ríos 
Tobar 2008, 509–510, 514.) 
Another important event that occurred in 2006 was the Revolución Pingüina.
1
 The 
manifestation of students took place in the whole of Chile during several months. The 
movement started when secondary school students from public schools organized 
themselves to demonstrate against inequality in education. The students took over the 
streets and schools in order to be noticed and initiate a discussion with the government. 
The students received wide support from the people as they demonstrated profound 
                                                          
1
 The documentary “March of the Penguins”, filming the annual journey of the Emperor penguins of the 
Antarctica premiered in Chile in 2006. The students dressed in their dark blue and white uniforms 
marching the streets were associated with the marching penguins. Therefore the movement ended up 





knowledge of the themes they rallied for, were well coordinated, and had a high 
participation rate. The magnitude of the movement took the recently elected government 
of Michelle Bachelet by surprise. (Silva Pinochet 2012.) One of my informants told me 
that her son was a part of the movement and had participated since the very first day of 
the mobilizations. Her son had called her and reported about what was about to happen 
in the capital, Santiago de Chile. At that moment she had felt incredibly proud and 
excited that her son was there, about to change the course of history.  
The students faced repression and arrests from the part of the government and police 
forces, but were finally proposed an offer. The students in need would receive different 
types of benefits from the state. The students were not happy with this proposition, as 
they were demanding structural changes in the education system, not more resources. 
However, some of the participants were satisfied enough with the response of the 
government, and the general opinion of the Chileans was that it was time for the 
students to return to school. The movement faded. The most important concrete 
achievement was the Council of Education
2
 created by the government. However, the 
movement’s true accomplishment was in the cultural change it had initiated. The 
symbolic meaning of the movement in the post-dictatorship era was immense. The 
youth of the nation shook the minds of the people by showing unexpected 
characteristics of criticism and interest in the development of the country and its 
politics. (Silva Pinochet 2012.) 
In 2011, the students association CONFECH (Confederación de estudiantes de Chile) 
called for a mobilization and a strike for the recuperation of the public education 
(CONFECH 2011). Massive demonstrations occupied the streets once again. More than 
a hundred thousand students participated in the marches for public education. 
(Educarchile 2013.) Again the students received the people’s support. Whole families 
were often seen at the marches. However, severe confrontations with the police 
increased with every demonstration. Discussions and meetings were held among the 
representatives of the government and the student organizations. A solution that would 
satisfy both parts was not found. The student movement decided to continue the battle 
by presenting well-articulated proposals of concrete changes in the structures, and the 
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 El Consejo Asesor para la Educación consisted of people related to the educational system, such as 
educational experts, teachers, academics, and university and secondary school students. Its objective 
was to discuss the propositions for an educational reform and report to the president. (Silva Pinochet 





last demonstration was held in December 2011. The president of the FECh (Federación 
de Estudiantes de la Universidad de Chile), Camila Vallejo, who became one of the 
famous faces of the movement, stated that the “the movement is here to stay”. (Schüller 
2011.)  
My informants described these student movements as an important step towards new 
kind of democracy and participative culture. I was talking with Arturo about the Chilean 
democracy, and he criticized it for being like an installation or a show, in which the 
people had the role of an audience. In his view, the students changed this, as if they 
were saying: “I do not want to applaud anymore, I want to be a part of the piece!”. 
(Interview, 18 March 2014.) Silva Pinochet has similar conclusions to present. She 
states that the student movement of 2006 criticized strongly the way democracy is 
understood in Chile. The students opened up a dialogue and a debate, and showed how 
wide and horizontal participation can make a difference. Silva Pinochet argues that 
these youth understand the concept of democracy in a very different way than the 
generations that are in power at the moment. The older generations, especially the ones 
who lived under the military dictatorship, still call for the system of political parties and 
believe that the role of these is to discipline and control the citizens. These structures 
have lost their significance and legitimacy in the minds of the youth. A new cultural 
way of seeing participative democracy has been opened as an alternative to the 
individualism and representative democracy. (Silva Pinochet 2012.)  
 
2.2 Valparaíso – A history of splendor and decadence 
 
Valparaíso is one of the oldest cities in Chile. The city’s unique identity today owes a 
lot to its diverse historic heritage. (Municipalidad de Valparaíso 2015a.) The site was 
discovered by Spanish explorers led by Juan de Saavedra in 1536, and before that 
inhabited by indigenous people called Changos. They were nomads who practiced 
fishing and hunting sea lions for survival. The original inhabitants of the area of Gran 
Valparaíso 
3
called it Alimapu, the burned land. (Vicuña McKenna 1936 [1869], 21–31.) 
The name is believed to refer to the color of the soil the area used to have. Some of my 
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 Gran Valparaíso is a bay area that consists of the cities of Valparaíso, Viña del Mar, Concón, Quilpué 





informants thought that the name was sadly fit for the city today as well, since fires are 
not uncommon. The name was actually used in the rhetoric of an aid campaign after the 
big fire in April (Desde el Fuego 2014). Juan de Saavedra was originally from a Spanish 
town called Valparaíso de Arriba, in Cuenca, and named the area after his home town 
(Vicuña McKenna 1936 [1869], 24). The settlement was founded by Pedro Valdivia in 
1544, and ten years later it was designated as the first port of the nation. A road 






 century, Valparaíso slowly began to grow into a small town. The 
constructions first started to appear around a chapel, which had been built by the 
Catholic Spanish immigrants in 1559 to serve the crew of the ships that arrived at the 
port regularly. The port began to attract salesmen, sailors and port workers. The 
urbanization of Valparaíso began in the first half of 18
th
 century, when the port was 
recognized as a direct contact point with Spain. (Figari 2012, 13–14.) The urban layout 
concentrated around two centers, the port as a commercial center, and the Almendral 
beach area with rural houses and small businesses. In 1730, a disastrous earthquake 
forced the inhabitants to move on the hillsides. Most of the settlements developed on the 
hills from then on, and the most characteristic feature of the town had started to form. 
(UNESCO 2015.) In the beginning of the 19
th
 century, the town had no more than 5000 
inhabitants, but it was a transit point between Santiago and the sea routes. Another 
factor that led to the growth and importance of the port of Valparaíso was its position as 
a stopover for ships going around Cape Horn. (Figari 2012, 14.)  
With the independence of Chile in the 1810, Valparaíso had become the most important 
harbor on the Pacific Coast. Commercial transactions with Europe and United States 
meant the end of Chile’s dependence on Spain. (UNESCO 2015.)  The Californian Gold 
Rush in the midway of the 19
th
 century significantly increased the number of visitors in 
the port of Valparaíso. Waves of immigrants arrived from England, France, Germany, 
and the United States and gave the city a cosmopolitan and diverse atmosphere 
(Municipalidad de Valparaíso 2015a), contributing also to the development of shipping 
and commerce (UNESCO 2015). This was extraordinary in Chile, which due to 
challenging terrain, the Andes, the Pacific Ocean, and the Atacama Desert, had been 
culturally monolithic for centuries. The cultural richness of that era explains the diverse 





Chile’s first non-Catholic cemetery in Valparaíso, where the Europeans with different 
religious backgrounds could also bury their close ones. Valparaíso was an international 
city where multiple languages were spoken, and where merchandise from all over the 
world was within reach.  
Valparaíso was also a pioneer town. It was the home of the continent’s first 
continuously circulating Spanish-language periodical, El Mercurio de Valparaíso 
(founded in 1826), the first public library of the country, the first chamber of commerce, 
and the first national bank. The street Almirante Montt in Cerro Alegre was the first 
street to receive electricity in the whole country. (Figari 2012, 17; Biblioteca Severin 
n.d.; conversations with informants.) The second half of the 19
th
 century, the mining 
activities with the cities of Tarapaca and Antofagasta further strengthened the position 
of Valparaíso as the main harbor and commercial center of Chile. Saltpeter became the 
main economic resource. (UNESCO 2015.) The city was living its golden age of 
prosperity, and was essential for the national economy of Chile.  
However, the 20
th
 century began with grave problems for the port city, ending its 
prosperous days. In 1906, an earthquake destroyed a large part of the city. Ambitious 
reconstruction programs were launched. Nevertheless, the opening of the Panama 
Channel in 1914 supplanted Valparaíso as an important stopover in the commercial 
routes, as going around Cape Horn was no longer necessary. The economic crisis of 
saltpeter further reduced the importance of the port. (UNESCO 2015.) After the 
earthquake, many of the wealthiest people of Valparaíso moved to the neighbor city, 
Viña del Mar, which began to grow rapidly. Viña del Mar was thus characterized as a 
middle class area, whereas Valparaíso became known as the bohemian port with 
prostitutes, sailors, bars, and crime. (Don Emilio, interview, 27 February 2014.) The 
development of Valparaíso continued, but the social and economic problems (UNESCO 
2015), as well as the reputation as a violent, crime-infested, and dirty city mark the port 
city even today. For many, the charm of Valparaíso is rooted in the once glorious and 
later shady past and mythical stories, as much as in its bohemian beauty and rich 
cultural life. Many famous Chilean artists, such as Pablo Neruda, who lived in 
Valparaíso in the 1960’s, have searched for inspiration in the port city.  





2.3 Characteristics of Valparaíso 
 
There are certain aspects in Valparaíso which make it quite a unique city. It differs from 
many colonial cities in that it was never officially founded during the colonial times. 
Thus, its development as a city was not regulated by the Laws of the Indies (Leyes de 
Indias). These were a set of laws issued by Spain in the 17
th
 century to administer the 
political, economic, and social structure of its colonies outside of Europe. For the city 
structures it was regulated, that at the center of the city there should be a plaza, and the 
streets around it should follow a grid pattern. The closest blocks from the plaza 
consisted of a residential area for the city’s elite. The further one lived from the plaza, 
the lower the economic and social status one would have. (Briney 2015.) The laws 
mandated also that the main building in the plaza should be a church, and that all the 
important administrative buildings should be situated close by, but not in a manner that 
would distract attention from the church. The location, size and other dimensions of the 
plaza and the streets are indicated in detail in the laws. (Congreso de la Rebública de 
Perú n.d.) These regulations can be seen in many Latin American cities, where the 
urban planning follows the grid pattern, and a central plaza, Plaza de Armas, can be 
easily spotted. However, Valparaíso’s urban growth has developed spontaneously. 
Several different dates can be found for the foundation of Valparaíso, depending on the 
interpretation. In 1999, some of the citizens decided to realize the foundation of the city, 
and organized a ceremony on the 17
th
 of June that year. They declared that date to be 
the date of the foundation, and founded the city in the name of its citizens. (Fundación 
de Valparaíso 2006.)  
As the city is built on dozens of steep hills, one of the main forms of transportation in 
Valparaíso are elevators. These ascensores are actually funiculars on rails, and they take 
people up the hills or from one hill to another. They are an important addition to the 
steep streets and stairways which can be difficult to use, especially for the elderly, who 
form a great part of Valparaíso’s population. The elevators are a part of the early 
industrial infrastructure, and strongly appreciated by the inhabitants as a part of the 
cultural heritage, as well as a practical transportation. Valparaíso used to have up to 30 
elevators, but at the end of the year 2013, only 15 remained, out of which only seven 
were functioning (Ascensores de Valparaíso 2013; World Monuments Fund 2013). The 





World Monuments Fund included the elevators on their 2014 list of monuments in 
danger, in order to “emphasize the continuing need for the restoration of the city’s most 
picturesque feature and an important vehicle for social interaction” (World Monuments 
Fund 2013).   
 
Figure 2: The elevator of Reina Victoria. 
Another particular visual feature in Valparaíso is the street art. The colorful cityscape is 
the product of houses of different colors and the paintings in those houses and in 
staircases. As Valparaíso is famous for its street art, it attracts artist from all over the 
world. As I was walking around Valparaíso, I could often see murals in progress and 
talk to the artists. In Valparaíso the graffiti are relatively approved form of art. All one 
needs to paint one is the permission of the house owner. Oftentimes the owners 
approach the artists and ask them to make a mural. One of the world’s most famous 
street artists, INTI, is from Valparaíso. Although he travels around the world to create 
street art, Valparaíso has its share of his murals as well. A local friend of mine, who is a 
street artist, told me that the main reason she likes to do murals is that it is a way of 





interact, and form a relationship with it. Her goal is also to transform an unnoticeable 
space into a more lively and interesting place. The street art therefore functions as a way 
to claim the right to use public spaces, and as well as a practice of place-making.  
 
Figure 3: Graffiti on the wall of my neighbors’ house. 
Many of my informants mentioned low levels of segregation as one of the best qualities 
of Valparaíso. One of them commented that in this city the rich, the middle class, the 
poor, the tourists, the hippies, the punks, the crazy, and the dogs all share the same 
urban space. In the hills one can see glorious, big houses next to run-down shacks. 
According to my informants, the heterogeneity is an essential part of the city’s spirit. 
However, when the urbanization of Valparaíso began to accelerate, it was the poorest 
people who had to ascent to the hills. Cerro Alegre and Cerro Concepción were 
exceptions, as the wealthy immigrants from Europe began populating these areas. 
Named as “the Pleasant Hill” by the English, Cerro Alegre developed a bourgeois 
lifestyle, whereas the people in the neighboring hills lived in a completely different 
world. Different hills developed their own identities, and were said to be like small 
villages with specific social and economic situations. (Figari 2012, 20–21.) The 





Valparaíso, even though it is not seen as a major problem in the city today. However, it 
has been studied that towards the end of the 20
th
 century, the negative effects of 
segregation were augmenting in Valparaíso, even though the expansion of the scale of 
segregation has not been straightforward (Sabatini, Cáceres & Cerda 2001). The 
prevention of segregation was something that many of my informants were willing to 
fight for.   
Finally, the port of Valparaíso is an essential element in the city. Fernando Monge has 
studied port cities, and argues that they have lost their original function and meaning. 
People used to be much more interwoven in the port environment in the past. According 
to his experiences, people who live today in the old seaport neighborhoods do not 
understand the role the port used to play in the area. (2012, 217–218.) In Valparaíso, 
many people regret the lost interaction with the port. The port has been the most 
defining element of the city, since it is the reason why Valparaíso is a city today. It is an 
essential part of the history, as well as a character in the stories of the Porteños. 
Therefore many criticize the current development towards the privatization and the 
shutting of the port from the people.  
 
Figure 4: The port of Valparaíso. 
The importance of the port and the sea for the city’s identity is vividly described by the 





In this Valparaíso, houses are always departing, houseboats, boathouses, 
houseships, carriers of thousand colors, which peevishly traverse the hills and the 
sea. Undoubtedly from those ships and boats have emerged the red, green and blue 
fests that paint the houses of Valparaíso. Some of them look as if they had been 
manufactured in the shipyards; others have hung up for caulking. All of them are 
houses of maritime impression and smells. Ship and sea are everywhere we look. 
There are bridges, midbridges, great windows boxed into the hills, which are like a 
castle made of sterns. There are ship stairs, cabin gangways. Valparaíso and her 
hills! […] they are like islands upon which the authentic Porteño enjoys his sea. 






3 Theoretical background – Anthropology of place, memory and 
disasters 
 
In this thesis I will examine the academic discussion related to place and place 
attachment. More specifically, I am interested in how themes of place-making and 
community mobilization were visible in my field. Other theoretical discussions relevant 
to my topic are anthropology of disasters and anthropology of memory. I will present 
the key theories of these discussions in this chapter, and in the forthcoming chapters tie 
them to my data of place-making practices in Valparaíso to support my analysis.  
Place attachment is being studied from diverse perspectives that investigate a variety of 
environments: small-scale objects, moderate-scale environments such as homes, larger-
scale communities and neighborhoods, and very large-scale cities and regions (Low & 
Altman 1992a). Besides place attachment, several concepts, such as topophilia (Tuan 
1974), sense of place (Basso & Feld 1996), and community sentiment (Hummon 1992) 
have been used to analyze the bonds between people and places.  
Keith Basso (1996) has noted that sense of place has not been studied very closely in 
anthropology, even though human existence is situated in time and space, and the 
forming of personal and social identities happens in specific geographical locations. He 
claims that we do not know much about the ways in which people make sense of the 
world around them. (Ibid., 105–106.) Geertz states that it is hard to examine something 
that is always there. Place is a dimension of everyone’s existence and hence taken for 
granted. However, even the diasporic, the exiled, and the drifting do live in some 
defined part of the world, not in the world in general. (1996, 259–262.) 
Basso has studied the sense of place among the Western Apache. For the Apache, the 
place names are crucially important, as they contain a story that reflects the values and 
structures of the society. The stories teach about history and important events of the 
community. The names are often graphic descriptions of how the ancestors perceived 
the places, such as Water Lies With Mud In An Open Container or Scattered Rocks 
Stand Erect. The Apache say that this is how the ancestors remembered the important 
places. The place-names serve as contexts for the stories that teach. Thus place-making 
is a process that creates and preserves history. However, the relationship between place 





people wise. The places have agency as a tool of teaching, and the stories give 
landscape its meaning, thus making it a place. (1996.)  
Classical works on the subject of place can be found among cultural geographers and 
philosophers as well. Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1974; 2003 [1977]) work is among the first to 
examine how people attach meanings to places. He aims to define the concepts of space 
and place, and examine holistically the process of human experience of their 
environment. Tuan highlights the role of biology, cognition, and experience together 
with cultural aspects in the process of endowing meaning. He concludes that “space” 
evolves into “place” by endowing it with value (Tuan 2003, 6). Meaning is attached to 
places through experience (Tuan 1974, 33).  
Low and Altman analyze place attachment as a complex phenomenon that covers 
several aspects of bonding between people and places. They wish to point out that place 
attachment usually involves cognitive and practical qualities alongside with the 
emotional ones. (1992b, 1–5.) I noticed these aspects of place attachment in Valparaíso 
as well. In the forthcoming chapters, I will discuss the themes of place-making and 
place attachment from the points of view of memory and action.   
Low and Altman underline that place attachment often involves social relationships, 
which may be even more important than the actual physical place (1992b, 7). Even 
when we talk about landscapes, the attachment may be associated with experiences that 
involve other people, rather than with the actual physical entity (Riley 1992). In an 
urban environment public places such as plazas and neighborhoods have a significant 
role as community makers and culturally relevant symbols and experiences. Thus places 
are contexts that bind interpersonal, community, and even cultural relationships. (Low 
& Altman 1992b, 7.) 
Other variables that Low and Altman align for the concept of place attachment are 
varying scales, specificity, tangibility, and temporal aspects of places (1992b, 3–8). As 
noted earlier, the sizes of places studied may vary greatly. In Valparaíso I concentrated 
on place in a neighborhood scale on the one hand, and on the other I examined the 
attachments to the city as a whole. Then again smaller units, such as plazas or specific 
streets often emerged as meaningful places among my informants. Place attachments 
have been studied among symbolic or unknown places as well (e.g. Tuan 1974; Tuan 





places, whereas a flag, slogan, or caricatures are symbols of communities or nations. 
They ask whether attachments to tangible places are different from the feelings toward a 
symbol of a place. (1992b, 5–6.) In Valparaíso, the symbols of places were most visible 
after the fire. The Chilean flags and place identity of Valparaíso were made use of in the 
attempt to keep up the spirits. In this case the attachment to symbols patched the 
disrupted sense of place the disaster had caused.  
Tuan refers repeatedly to the visibility and size as important factors in the sense making 
of a place. He argues that a modern state is too large be known. He states that the 
affection towards it cannot be equal than for a place that one knows intimately and has 
experienced. Therefore, patriotism as emotion is fueled by abstract categories and 
specific symbols, such as the flag. (Tuan 1974, 100.) Tuan defines “homeland” as a 
place at a medium scale. By homeland he means a region large enough to support 
livelihood, and it can be a city or countryside. Attachment to homeland can be intense. 
As one characteristic of this affection, Tuan mentions the tendency of people to consider 
it as the center of the world they know. City-states, such as the Greek ones, had vivid 
personalities according to Tuan. Among other factors, small size contributed 
significantly to the sense of place of its inhabitants. As the residents could know the 
whole state and most of its population personally, it was not an abstract entity. One was 
at least able to perceive the limits of the state. (2003, 149, 175.) Valparaíso’s 
topography makes the city visible from many different parts of it. Unlike in a flat city 
with large tower buildings, in Valparaíso one is able to see most of the city from any of 
the hills, from the sea, or even from the roots of the hills. The physical limits of the city 
are easy to spot, as it is situated between the sea and the hilltops. This element might 
contribute to the village-like feelings many of its dwellers seem to have. Tuan notes, 
however, that all places with powerful identities are not necessarily physically visible. 
They are made visible by rivalry of conflict with other places, specific architecture or 
art, and ceremonials and rites, among other means. (Ibid., 178.) Valparaíso also has 
many specific characters that it is known for, such as the port, the ascensores, the street 
art and the colorful hills.  
The temporal aspect of place attachment is widely discussed in the writings of Tuan, 
and in Basso’s Wisdom Sits in Places. According to Basso, place-making is a way of 
creating and making sense of history. Through the stories related to places the historical 





past events and as tools for imagining and remembering them. Without referring to 
places, interpreting the past is not possible. Through the process of constructing the past 
by place-making, people also create social traditions. Thus, they are constructing their 
own personal and social identities, as telling stories about places is connected to how 
they interpret their own being in the world. (Basso 1996, 6–7.) 
Tuan makes a distinction between three different ways in which time is related to place. 
First, he describes time as a motion or flow, where place signifies a pause. Second, he 
points out that attachment to place takes time. Third, as noted by Basso (1996) as well, 
place is time made visible. Place is a memorial to past events. (Tuan 2003, 179.) All 
these approaches were visible in my observations in the field. I will refer especially to 
the last one when analyzing my data in the upcoming chapters. Tuan states that people 
reconstruct their pasts with objects and places, as they are these pauses in a temporal 
current. We can visit our old neighborhoods to reminiscence about past times. 
Environments change, but it can be either by deliberate actions or by events 
uncontrollable by the people. When the change is too fast, feelings of nostalgia for the 
“idyllic past” emerge. (Ibid., 195.) This kind of disruption in the sense of place (Brown 
& Perkins 1992) was dramatically experienced by the people of Valparaíso who lived in 
the neighborhoods destroyed by the fire.   
Also a slower process of disruption in place attachments has been happening in 
Valparaíso by the construction of tower buildings and the process of gentrification. In 
the urban environment, the anchors of time that reconstruct our past (Tuan 2003, 187) 
are historical buildings and neighborhoods. The need for tangible objects that sustain 
our sense of identity drives the devotion to the preservation of these. For example, an 
old lively neighborhood that contains symbols of values and customs may at the same 
time represent and be the result of a struggle against the forces of change. (Ibid., 196–
197.) 
Paul Connerton (2009) has written about modernity and forgetting using similar 
arguments. He defines “place memory” as a memory that is dependent on topography. 
He emphasizes two types of features of “the art of memory”. First, a stable system of 
places is essential for memory. Second, remembering is interconnected with the body 
and the remembering is taking place on a human scale. (Ibid.,1–5.) According to 





are what makes us inhabitants in the world. Our bodies must feel oriented in place in 
order for us to feel oriented. As the body familiarizes with the place, we can feel at 
home in the world. Our bodies are situated in places, thus we remember places from the 
point of view of our body, from where we were. Casey calls this place an intra-place of 
our body. It is situated within a place and anchors the scene to be remembered. (1987, 
194–196.) 
Connerton uses these presented features of remembering in order to point out why 
modernity leads to forgetting. He argues that modernity brings processes that separate 
social life from locality and human dimensions. Megacities instead of walkable cities, 
tearing down historical buildings, superhuman speed, and disconnection of consuming 
from the labor process are transformations that take us away from the human scale. 
Shared memories and experience of living in a world of known relationships are 
replaced by life-spaces of modernity. (2009, 5.) The world we experience is losing 
tangibility and places to anchor memories.  
Dolores Hayden (1995) connects urban landscape history to memory that is rooted in 
places. She emphasizes the meaning of preserving the everyday sites of minorities, 
women, and workers in the United States. These places are often overlooked and 
ignored, but restoring the memories they contain is an important part in understanding 
the American history. Hayden argues that if the Americans could find their own social 
history preserved in the public urban landscapes of their cities and neighborhoods, their 
connection to the past might be deeper. Her goal is to discuss the importance of 
significant public places in opposition to the global restructuring of capital and 
production. 
Social memory can thus be strengthened by the urban landscape. Place memory is the 
key to help citizens define their public pasts. (Hayden, 1995, 46.)  Maurice Halbwachs 
(2001 [1950] & 2002 [1925]) argued that individuals are able to obtain, localize and 
recall their memories through their social group, for example kinship, religious or class 
related groups. Since it is the same group that is interested in the memories, they can be 
evoked by that group. These groups form frameworks for individuals to locate their 
memories in. The memories are situated in the mental spaces provided by the group. 





occupy. Halbwachs argued that collective memory is always related to a socially 
specific spatial framework.  
According to Hayden, a specific historical place may generate powerful memories. 
When there is a network of such places, social memory begins to reconnect on an urban 
scale. Places are invested with social and cultural meaning, which is connected to 
contemporary urban life by urban landscape history. Drawing on individually invested 
meanings, people are able to empower themselves collectively. (Hayden, 1995, 78.) The 
power of place memory is thus important in the mobilization of urban communities. In 
further chapters I will discuss the expressions and effects of place attachment and place 
memory in Valparaíso. 
Place attachment and place-making have been discussed by environmental 
psychologists as well. Among others, Lynne Manzo (2006), Douglas Perkins (2003; 
2006), Deborah Martin (2003) and Barbara Brown (2003) have written about the 
significance of these concepts in community organization and urban planning. They 
argue that their effects should be taken into consideration in the neighborhood 
revitalization efforts and in participation campaigns. In this thesis I will also refer to 
place-making as a tool of tactical urbanism (e.g.Silberberg et al 2013). In the fields of 
urban planning and architecture, place-making often means action taken to transform 
under-used public spaces into places for gathering and interaction (e.g. Project for 
Public Spaces 2015; Ciudad Emergente 2015). 
I will now move on to present the discussions in disaster anthropology relevant to my 
topic. From the 1980s’ new perspectives on disaster studies began to emerge within 
social sciences. It was understood that social factors, such as power structures, 
economic and political aspects, the use of resources, and attachment to place must be 
acknowledged as important elements in studying the effects of disasters for societies. 
The holistic approach of anthropology made a significant contribution to disaster 
studies. Ethnography as a method has helped in understanding the process of recovery 
and the resulting changes in societies. With the grassroots perspective, anthropology has 
contributed to the recognition of the groups with higher risks of ending up as victims. 
The structures and actions that lead to inequality in safety are also easier to observe 





Susanna Hoffman has constructed a pattern of the stages of disaster recovery based on 
her research and personal experiences as a disaster survivor. She argues that even 
though the timeline and personal experiences will always vary, the process seems to 
follow certain steps. The first one is the immediate crisis, in which people concentrate 
on saving themselves and their families. Soon the phase of solidarity and working 
together takes over. The second phase is the long-term recovery, in which the 
identification with the other victims grows stronger. This might cause separation from 
non-victims. Rituals and ceremonies begin to develop. One important factor is that at 
this stage the outside actors arrive to help, which can be experienced as a threat or as an 
opportunity. Towards the end of this phase, the solidarity between the victims may also 
weaken as the differences they had before the disaster start becoming obvious again. 
The passage to closure is the third phase, in which the community begins to return to 
normal. The struggles with outside actors, such as the government or insurance 
companies, may continue, but the planning for the future prevention of disasters has 
begun. (Hoffman 1999, 135–152.) I was in Valparaíso during the first phase and in the 
beginning of the second one. Even though I noticed variations from these descriptions, 
this pattern provides a framework to analyze some of the elements I observed while I 
was in the field.  
One of the elements that seemed especially pronounced in Valparaíso was the 
community resilience to the disaster. Anthony Oliver-Smith writes about post-disaster 
solidarity in Yungay, Peru, after a destructive landslide. The small fragment of the 
residents that survived wanted, on the one hand, to stick to the social class system, but 
on the other, resist the government’s decisions together. Oliver-Smith argues that 
common identity is one of the powerful nominators that may motivate the collective 
behavior in disaster situations. (1999, 156–160, 162.) In chapter 6 I will analyze how 
the common identity was reproduced and reinforced in the immediate recovery actions 
after the fire.  
Another socio-cultural aspect that anthropologists have studied is the loss of places, 
resulting in relocation and resettlement. In addition to losing homes, the community 
loses important places that embody the identity and communality of its residents. 
(Hoffman & Oliver-Smith 1999, 8.) According to Low, place attachment can also be 
created through loss or destruction of place. She argues that the longing of exiles and 





demonstrate that loss or destruction of place is an equally powerful source of attachment 
as its presence. (1992, 169.) In the case of the Yungay landslide, the survivors 
expressed deep grief for the destructed place, and the attachment was demonstrated in 
refusing to rebuild the city in another location (Oliver-Smith 1999, 157–160).  
Barbara Brown and Douglas Perkins have studied the disruptions in place attachments. 
They argue that place attachments are essential to self-definitions, and thus disruptions 
threaten both the individual and communal aspects of identity. Places are parts of these 
identities. The disruptions in place attachments cause people to lose connections to the 
world. (1992, 165.) If we consider the meaning of place to remembering (e.g. Casey 
1987; Basso 1996; Hayden 1995; Connerton 2009) we can understand why disruptions 
significantly affect the sense of self and the sense of community. In the case of 
Valparaíso’s fires, the disruption was brutal. The strong place attachment was 






4 Valparaíso mi amor – Memory and place attachment 
 
Yo me aleje de ti puerto querido 
y al retornar de nuevo te vuelvo a contemplar 
la joya del pacifico te llaman los marinos 
y yo te llamo encanto como viña del mar. 
(La Joya del Pacifico, Víctor Acosta) 
 
The quote above is from a popular old song written by Victor Acosta. The song is about 
the love for Valparaíso and its many hills and neighborhoods. In this verse the 
storyteller is sad because he has had to leave the city behind, and he reminisces how the 
sailors call it the jewel of the Pacific and he calls it charming, like a vineyard of the sea. 
In this chapter I will discuss the relationship between the Porteños and the city. Many 
of my informants seemed to imagine Valparaíso as a living character with agency. This 
was communicated through stories and narratives of their own experiences in the city. 
The streets and hills of Valparaíso are full of meanings and memories to its dwellers. 
Not all of them are positive. My informants often talked about the dictatorship and its 
effects on the city life and public places. The UNESCO World Heritage status 
designated to the historic quarter of Valparaíso generates diverse opinions among the 
inhabitants. Also the growing amounts of tourists and the changes caused by the 
popularity of the city worry many of the Porteños. I will discuss these themes using 
theories of memory and sense of place. My interest is to show how the dwellers of 
Valparaíso make sense of their everyday surroundings and identify with them.  
 
4.1 Interacting with Valparaíso 
 
According to Setha Low, narratives are one of the ways place attachments are created. 
The linguistic act of narrating through storytelling or place-naming is a process through 
which an attachment can occur. (Low 1992, 167.) My informant Doña Maria told me a 
story of how she first arrived to the city in the year 1960. Her old home in another city 
had been destroyed by a tsunami. She arrived to Valparaíso with her family by ship one 
night. She had stayed on the deck of the ship, and was thus able to see all the lights of 





them with the lights on and with her arms open. That very moment she had realized that 
this was the place she wants to live in. 
Some people say it is ugly. But if one sees the loyalty of the city, the 
loyalty will be there. You will see that it is beautiful. But it depends on 
how you see it. (Doña Maria) 
Doña Maria thus believed in interaction with the city. This was a very popular discourse 
in Valparaíso. Many people I talked to felt that the city will protect whoever takes care 
of it and loves it. I was not sure what to make of this discourse and whether to interpret 
it as a metaphor. The strong sense of the agency and character of the urban environment 
seemed very pervasive in the everyday communication.  Another informant, Isidora, 
told me that she had always felt that Valparaíso was somehow special. She felt that it is 
more than a geographical space, that it has its own life. When Isidora had first come to 
the city from the capital, Santiago de Chile, she used to walk around a lot in the city and 
go to new places. She listened to the sounds of the city and felt the ground vibrating 
with the sound. She then realized that the city had a “different energy” than any other 
place. It felt to her as if the city was giving her a hug. In another story Isidora told me 
about a time when she was walking by herself at night in an area considered dangerous. 
She had a strong feeling that the city would not let anything bad happen to her. Her 
friends would tell her later that she was being a fool, but she told them she had had 
nothing to worry about. I told Isidora how I sometimes felt insecure walking in the city 
by myself, and that if I tried to go to see a new place there would often be a police to 
stop me and tell me I could not go there because it was dangerous. She replied that I 
needed to be careful, but also walk around with confidence. I needed to gain the trust of 
the city, by taking care of it and trusting it back. Then the city would “open up new 
places for me” with time. (Isidora, interview, 10 April 2014.) 
Basso argues that the Apache do not perceive places and landscapes as passive objects, 
but rather as active storytellers that transfer significance from one generation to the 
other. Places have meaning through memory and narratives. The Apache learn about 
ancestors and wisdom from these stories and remember them when thinking about the 
places the stories are situated in. The Apache themselves are the ones passing on the 
narratives, but they attach them to places, hence the place becomes the storyteller. 
Furthermore, for Basso places are animated by thoughts and feelings of the persons who 





places may seem to speak. Even though the voices do not then belong to the place itself, 
Basso argues that actively sensed places add up to more than points in physical space. 
Places are reflectors that return awareness to the persons who are originally the source 
of it. Places are what gets made of them. (Ibid., 108–109.) This dialogue with places 
Basso analyzes was thus familiar to my informants as well. The agency of the place is 
formed through interaction with persons, and the personality of the city can be 
interpreted as consisting in the personalities of its dwellers and visitors. I could now 
understand what my informants were referring to when they spoke about their city as an 
active agent. If I contributed to the “buena onda” (good vibe) of Valparaíso, I would 
receive it back. 
According to Frederickson and Anderson (1999), one creates their own personal 
identity and values through interactions with a particular space (ibid., 22). Different 
individuals experience the places differently and the stories of the people of Valparaíso 
also differ. The experiences told are highly personal and reflect the personality of the 
person telling them. As Basso puts it, the experience of the place always expresses 
something of the person experiencing it. This is why places have potential for self-
reflection. This reflection shapes the person, the place, and their mutual relationship. 
The relationship with the place is then dynamic and reciprocal. However, the existence 
and meaning of the place is the most powerful when a person is consciously paying 
attention to it and thinking about it. (Basso 1996, 106–107). Here Basso builds on the 
ideas of dwelling by Martin Heidegger (1977), whose view is that awareness is the key 
to form a relationship with a place. Space acquires meaning through these relationships. 
Therefore, these relationships form the concept of dwelling. (Ibid., 343–363.) The 
reciprocal characteristic of place and personal significances attached to it help explain 
why a place feels more meaningful when one pays attention to it by taking care of it and 
by actively listening to its stories and creating them.  
Pretty, Chipuer and Bramston have come to the conclusion that if a person’s identity 
and values are tied to places significant to them, the result is that the bonds with the 
places will contribute to their engagement and participation in those places. (2003.) 
People are motivated to stay in the place, protect it, and improve it if they have affective 
bonds to it. Thus place attachment, place identity, and sense of community can 
encourage people to engage in the neighborhood activities or local planning processes. 





(Asamblea Ciudadana) where the goal was to critically discuss new urban planning. The 
event started with a video with beautiful music and stunning photos of different parts of 
Valparaíso. It felt like the organizers wished to evoke the participants’ sentiments 
towards the city, to show them that our city is something worth fighting for. Here the 
attachment to place was harnessed as a motivator for participation.   
The dynamic process of a place attachment grows and transforms through lived 
experience and by interaction of the self and the physical space (Manzo & Perkins 2006, 
337). Many of my informants told me how they have a special relationship to a place in 
the city in particular. These were often places where they had themselves participated in 
the creation of stories; they had meaningful memories of their own activities in the 
place. Geographer Tim Cresswell argues that places and their relationships form a web 
of meanings in the middle of which we live. Places are not only reflections of ideas, but 
the meanings are created through actions. One place can be interpreted in multiple ways 
and the meanings are shifting constantly. When using a space people are making their 
own interpretations of it, and in their turn give meaning to space by acting in it 
according to their interpretation. (Cresswell 1996, 13, 17.) Basso suggests that sense of 
place should actually be considered as a cultural activity, “sensing of place” (Basso 
1996, 14).  
One important aspect of place attachment is memory. Normally people’s most 
significant memories are related to places. (Cooper Marcus 1992, Chawla 1992.) 
Edward Casey argues that memory is “naturally place-oriented or at least place-
supported”. He draws attention to the point that it is unusual to remember a person or an 
event that is not situated in some specific place. Thus places situate our memories. 
(Casey 1987, 183–184, 186–187.) When I asked my informant Arturo to tell me where 
he had lived before he moved to his current place, he immediately started telling me 
about his childhood and youth. In his opinion the place where one lives in Valparaíso is 
very important. He associated his childhood strongly with the urban environment in 
which he lived at that time, and he told me that he would not be able to speak about his 
childhood without speaking about that place. According to Cooper Marcus, we tend to 
think about our childhood through the memories of the places where we used to live 
(1992, 89). This seems to be true vice versa as well, since I asked Arturo about the place 
and he told me about his childhood memories. He reached the place through the 





and in the nature in the area. The games were inspired by the surroundings and adapted 
according to whatever props the environment had to offer. (Arturo, interview, 18 March 
2014.)  
Tuan describes how places we grew up in are remembered by experiences. When we 
were children, the places were experienced through interactions, by climbing trees or 
riding bikes in the streets. (2003, 144.) Another informant, Don Luis (interview, 11 
April 2014), who has lived his entire life in the same neighborhood, Cerro Cordillera, 
told me about how he had learned to ride a bicycle in the steep main street of the hill. 
What I had actually asked him was whether he could tell me about the history of the 
neighborhood. Instead of a detailed description of the development and statistics of the 
hill, I heard a much more interesting piece of personal history located in the 
neighborhood. I interpret this as the type of place-making Basso (1996, 7) talks about – 
place-making as a way of doing human history and constructing the past. Both men also 
had vivid memories of building and riding some kind of downhill race cars, chanchas, 
which seemed to have been a popular activity in the hilly Valparaíso back then. A 
Porteño poet, Sara Vial (2005 [1971], 145), wrote that not to have slid down the hills 
with a chancha is not to have been a child in Valparaíso. This is how Arturo and Don 
Luis gave meaning to the place at the time, by their own agency, interpreting the place 
and acting in it accordingly. Later the sensing of the place happened through their 
memories, which are deeply rooted in the place, and which let them re-enter the 
childhood places.  
The identification to the place may be constructed by stories or interaction as I have 
demonstrated with my examples. Next I will discuss the theme of memories and their 
relation to places from collective perspective. 
 
4.2 World Heritage and memory 
 
The historic quarter of Valparaíso was designated UNESCO World Heritage site in 
2003. According to UNESCO, Valparaíso is “an exceptional testimony to the early 
phase of globalisation in the late 19
th
 century” (UNESCO 2015). The port of Valparaíso 
was an important source of development, as it was the first merchant port of the South 





Magellan. Until the opening of the Panama Canal in 1914, its commercial impact in the 
region was tremendous. (Ibid.) The significance of the World Heritage designation for 
the inhabitants of Valparaíso seemed inconsistent. I discussed the general meaning of 
the World Heritage status with some of my local friends. They understood it as a 
concrete testimony of the history of humankind that teaches us something important 
about ourselves. Moreover, it is a new meaning that people assign to places. It is now 
one of the aspects that define Valparaíso. Officially, it is only a part of Valparaíso that 
has the World Heritage status, and that area consists of the most touristic neighborhoods 
of the city. In everyday discourse people often referred to the whole city when speaking 
about the World Heritage site. However, the benefits of the status are mainly focused on 
the official area. This is what causes mixed feelings among the inhabitants. 
Figure 5: The UNESCO World Heritage area in Valparaíso. (Plataforma Urbana 2010.) 
If we consider the World Heritage status as a cultural memory, marking something 
important in our history, something worth remembering, we can turn to the concepts of 
memory by Paul Connerton. Connerton distinguishes between two types of place 
memory: memorial and locus. Memorial is something we pay attention to, it is there to 
remind us of something on purpose. His examples of memorial are place-names and 
monuments. Locus is more taken for granted; we live in it, we do not actively 
concentrate on it. House and street are Connerton’s examples of locus. (Connerton 
2009, 10, 34–35.) In this sense the historic neighborhood of Valparaíso is somewhere in 
between these two types of place memory. It is a built, lived environment which was not 





memory. However, with the inscription as a World Heritage site it now has more 
conscious meanings; it has been declared to be something we should remember. Now it 
has more aspects of a memorial. 
According to Connerton, the memorial and the locus differ in their relationships to 
cultural forgetting. Locus has an inexplicit but powerful reference to memory. A 
familiar place is appropriated by living in it. It is no longer an objective space, but gives 
us a sense of emplacement. If we suddenly no longer knew the streets and paths that 
used to be familiar, it would be a personal catastrophe. For the lived environment 
contains the memories without actively drawing attention to them, whereas, “the 
relationship between memorials and forgetting is reciprocal: the threat of forgetting 
produces memorials and the construction of memorial produces forgetting”. A 
monument permits only some things to be remembered and exclude others that will then 
be forgotten. Memorials conceal as much as they cause us to remember. (Connerton 
2009, 29.) Dolores Hayden makes a similar point when referring to urban landscapes as 
maintainers of public history. She argues that even as millions of Americans yearly 
travel to visit historic sites and museums, they might have a very different connection to 
their past if they instead could find their social past in their own neighborhoods and 
cities. (Hayden 1995, 46.) Ordinary places that are preserved can effectively work as 
tools to think about the past. However, we are consciously paying attention to 
something that is defined by someone else as worth remembering. What about the rest 
of the city of Valparaíso that is not part of the Heritage site? 
This is an idea that has concrete consequences for the people of Valparaíso. Arturo and 
his wife María Paz were annoyed by the fact that the municipality receives money for 
preserving the heritage, and they use the money uniquely for the official Heritage part. 
They feel that the status of World Heritage should be seen as covering the whole city, 
and that the other parts of the city deserve to be developed as well. Now the situation is 
that each neighborhood fights for itself. The richest part of the city keeps getting richer 
as investors are mainly interested in that area. Arturo remarked sarcastically that the rest 
of the city can stay put and watch as those neighborhoods keep flourishing. (Arturo & 
Maria Paz, interview, 18 March 2014.) This is a concern also for the inhabitants of the 
richest neighborhoods. The rents of the area keep rising as the outside investors are 
aiming to make as much profit as they can. Especially Cerro Alegre and Cerro 





There are less and less locals living in the neighborhoods. For many, the gentrification 
means losing the history and memory of the place. This development does not happen 
solely because of the Heritage status, but the restriction of the status to this area 
contributes to it. For many of the visitors of Valparaíso this seems to be the only 
interesting area to see. The inhabitants also worry that the cultural inheritance of other 
parts of the city is not protected. Valparaíso has an increasing amount of tower 
buildings that ruin the view to the sea from the small houses behind them and disrupt 
the village-like atmosphere of the neighborhoods. This is why Connerton as well is 
worried about modernity leading to forgetting. The handmade, slow constructions that 
symbolize process are destroyed, and impersonal architecture takes control. This type of 
development destroys the stability and generates cultural amnesia. (Connerton 2009.)  
I talked about the subject of cultural inheritance with a sociologist who works in an 
urban planning consultancy company in Valparaíso. He stressed the meaning of 
preserving this heritage in the planning projects. The main criteria for the UNESCO 
designation of Valparaíso as a World Heritage were the port and its significance for the 
formation to the city. This relationship with the port and the inhabitants of the city is 
losing its potential as the access to the port is increasingly restricted. The port should 
communicate with the city instead of being hidden from the people. He wanted to pay 
attention to this problem in the regional plan. There was an interesting event related to 
this theme in Valparaíso during my fieldwork. It was an art festival, created to bring the 
people closer to the port activities and to strengthen the port identity of the city. The 
program included dance and art performances in sea containers. This event is an 
example of place-making by activities and it also demonstrates the significance of the 
cultural memory for the Porteños. 
The term cultural patrimony seemed to have a much deeper meaning to the citizens than 
only as a UNESCO designation. In addition to claiming the relationship with the port 
back, they see the heritage in many things and places. In the Asamblea Ciudadana the 
view to the sea was often referred to as cultural patrimony, which would be destroyed 
for many inhabitants of the hills if more tower buildings were built in the city. Also in 
other contexts the patrimony was seen as something more than a concrete thing:  
Sometimes the notion of patrimony harms us a little. The same graffiti that 
people come to see…There can be a wall full of beautiful paintings, but if 





how…that is the real patrimony with the paintings, what is that about? I 
feel like the concept of symbolic, intangible notion of patrimony is not yet 
very well understood. As if the patrimony would only exist in the 
architecture. You see?  (Isidora, interview, 10 April 2014.) 
 
4.3 Modernity, tourism and memory 
 
Another aspect that affects collective remembering is the culture of change in the city. 
When I walked in Valparaíso I felt that the cityscape had a timeless sense in it, with the 
colorful houses and narrow streets. From my window I could see hill after hill full of 
diverse small houses, and this idyllic view was only disrupted by a couple of huge tower 
buildings rising from the middle of the hills. As discussed before, the appearance of 
these towers was a controversial subject in the city. There was a heated discussion about 
it in the Asamblea Ciudadana. People were furious and confused about why 
permissions were given to these buildings that destroyed the direct view and thus the 
connection to the sea and the port, which are so important in the Porteño landscape 
experience. I also participated in an event where this particular issue was addressed by a 
documentary and a debate. The event was organized after the fire, so the discussion 
soon turned to the problems of the upper parts of the city and the failures in delivering 
help to the affected areas. Someone also pointed out that if the center was denser, the 






Figure 6: Tower buildings in Cerro Bellavista. 
The change in the city can be perceived especially by the appearances of these towers, 
the construction of the mall, and by the process of gentrification. Clara Irazábal states 
that especially in Latin America, the city increasingly becomes a scenario of the 
struggle between the neoliberal globalization and the defense of the local. The trend of 
the privatization of the urban landscape threatens public spaces and diverse city life. 
(Irazábal 2008b, 14–15.) Even though Valparaíso, according to my experience, is rather 
resistant to the consumption-driven development, or as one of my informants phrased it 
“lousy at being a capitalist city”, the trend that Irazábal describes is visible.  
Valparaíso is becoming more and more popular with visitors, students and tourists. 
Especially certain areas, such as the UNESCO Heritage area, are experiencing the 
consequences of this process. Jane Jacobs called it “the self-destruction of diversity”. 
She explains that areas that have been successful at creating diversity, new ideas, and 
thus a lively urban atmosphere, will attract more conservative businesses that play it 
safe and go where it is already popular. These businesses do this without realizing that 
their presence may finally cause the destruction of the diversity and, as a result, their 
own investment. The small players with the new ideas that made the area interesting in 





again and loses the people. (Jacobs 1984, 256–264.) In Valparaíso, the concentration of 
tourism in these certain areas lead to the situation where most of the Porteños will have 
no reason to visit this part of the city. I would not say it is monotonic yet, but of course 
the price range of the services is clearly adjusted to the wallets of the tourists. Jacobs 
reminds us that this self-destruction is a continuation of the same process that led to the 
success originally. If the conservative businesses started to see potential for popularity 
in places and understand the factors that generate diversity, they could be a healthy 
addition to the growing diversity in those places. (Ibid., 263–266.) According to this 
view it would be healthy for Valparaíso if the touristic interests were spread around the 
city and not concentrated in certain districts. This could result in more diverse, 
interesting, and safe areas with more people in the streets. Of course, the problem is that 
not everyone is happy to receive visitors in their neighborhood. The common fear is that 
more and more areas will turn into new “tourist playgrounds”. One neighborhood, Cerro 
La Loma, has a description on their Facebook-page that says “tourist attraction”. Some 
annoyed neighbors have written on the wall of the page that they wished the description 
would be changed. They were not happy to see their own everyday sphere defined 
primarily as a touristic area. (Cerro La Loma 2014.) I do not believe those people meant 
that they would not want to see any visitors wandering around in the area, but rather that 
Valparaíso, as much as any city in the world, should first and foremost serve its 
residents’ needs.   
My informant, Augusto, who lives in Cerro Concepción, had strong thoughts on how 
tourism is affecting the city and the memory of local residents. He feels that his 
neighborhood and the urban space, streets and plazas do not belong to him anymore. 
They belong to the people who invest money in the area, and they belong to the tourists. 
He told me that with the crowds of tourists he has no space to walk in his home street. 
With the money that is invested in these popular neighborhoods, old houses are torn 
down and new buildings appear. These buildings are made to look like old ones. 
Augusto explained that this is a process of creating a false historic, a fake scenery which 
is taking over the cityscape of Valparaíso. According to him, Valparaíso is turning into 
an image of itself, a romanticized vision of the tourists and visitors. The real city and 
the real everyday lives of its residents do not have an importance anymore.  
These neighbors, who have a proper reality, who go and buy bread every 





will not be able to do the things they do in their daily lives. (Augusto, 
Cerro Concepción, discussion, 7 April 2014.) 
 
Augusto wished that the people, the neighbors of the area, would be considered as a part 
of the patrimony of the city and as generators of that patrimony. In the same way as 
Isidora, he considered the concept patrimony as much more than architecture. Augusto 
also acknowledged that he lives in a city, where things need to change and modernize. 
However, he argued that the process of modernization should be controlled by the 
citizens, and some areas protected from it, so that people would not have to lose all their 
memories.  
Connerton writes about the destruction of the built environment and its effects to 
memory. He argues that in this modern time, we live in a period where people live 
longer than objects, whereas monuments used to survive generations in the previous 
civilizations. All tangible things disappear and turn into information. The absence of 
things leads to forgetting. (Connerton 2009, 122–124.) Connerton argues that our spatial 
memory is functioning correctly only when the system of places maintains a certain 
level of stability. He claims that the production of speed that modernity brings along is 
destroying this stability of places, thus leading to forgetting as well. This speed is 
produced by the introduction of cars and other machines of mobility. (Ibid.,116–117.) 
Cars also affect the sense of place in another way. According to Connerton, the 
appearance of cars restructures the cityscape so that streets are not available for 
gathering anymore (Ibid., 113). Augusto described similar reasons for the lack of 
neighborhood life in Cerro Concepción. As the tourists and their cars own the streets, 
the neighbors do not have a proper space for spontaneous encounters. But for him, the 
problem is not only the cars. It is the tourists themselves, and the movies that are being 
filmed in the streets of his cerro. They take away the urban space from the neighbors.  
Augusto’s thoughts seem to regard the ideas of authenticity of urban places, authenticity 
of his own neighborhood and city. Sharon Zukin (2010) approaches this subject and 
argues that authenticity can be viewed in two ways – as originality or as innovation. It 
can be a tool against the negative effects of urban development, but it can also be the 
cause of gentrification as new groups claim to recognize authenticity in a place. (Ibid., 
xii–xiii.) Therefore authenticity does not necessarily mean static unchanging place. 





it turning into a dull, false image of itself?  According to Zukin, there are three ways in 
which authenticity and time are related. Firstly, there is an ideal image of authentic city 
as a timeless, static city. Secondly, all the generations have their own, distinct 
experience of the city. Thirdly, city dwellers are making their way between the promise 
of creation and the fear of destruction of their urban environment. (Zukin 2010, 29.) 
When I asked my informants Arturo and Maria Paz about the identity of their 
neighborhood, they commented that they were in the process of creating it. Each 
generation in the neighborhood had transformed it, and now the current one was making 
its own contribution to the identity. The new generations to come would also create 
their own history around their environment. At the same time they lamented that the city 
does not have policies to preserve local identities. (Interview, 18 March 2014.) Their 
answer reflected the manifold nature of the concept of authenticity.  
Fernando Monge, who has analyzed the experiences that city dwellers have of their 
seaports, has noticed that the seaport cities have started to create new functions and 
identities for the ports. City elements, such as marketplaces or malls have been 
constructed. These renovated “public-private” places have been criticized and some of 
them have failed in the revitalization attempt. (2012, 221–222.) The criticism towards 
the new mall in the port of Valparaíso is also a reaction to similar development. All the 
genuinely public space at the seafront will be shut from the citizens in order to create a 
commercial space. Monge points out, however, that for example in Boston, they have 
managed to make use of the past and the city heritage in revitalizing old areas. He states 
that urban planning has become cultural as well. The spaces and services, such as 
restaurants and bars, make use of symbols, landmarks, and memories. (2012, 221–222.) 
Creating new spaces and modifying the city is part of the changing identity and 
authenticity of the city. I feel that Valparaíso is a city where authenticity is being 
created over and over again. The old and new seafood restaurants at the port 
neighborhood highlight the story of Valparaíso. A popular old bar in the port is an 
important part of the memory of the neighborhood and the whole city. It still has the 
atmosphere of the golden days of the shady past of the port area. These urban spaces, 
old and new, all make a contribution to the city heritage. To provide another example, 
the street art appearing in every street corner and the self-managed cultural centers in 
the neighborhoods are the kind of innovative authenticity that are contributing greatly to 





vibe of the city invites a lot of people to experience it. Sadly, this may eventually cause 
the “self-destruction” Jane Jacobs (1984) is referring to.  
Zukin describes the New York of today as a combination of the visions of Jane Jacobs 
and Robert Moses. It is a hybrid city, mixing the elements of a corporate city and of an 
urban village. It has both origins and new beginnings, thus reflecting today’s 
authenticity. However, it does not protect everyone’s right to the city and to their place. 
And it is the social diversity that gives the city its spirit. (Zukin 2010, 31.) While Monge 
makes a valid point in saying it is often the residents themselves who will segregate 
their communities themselves by protecting them from some outside threat (2012, 223), 
the cultural and historical meaning of the places to the residents should be considered 
by the city planners (Manzo & Perkins 2006). Urban landscapes represent the public 
history of different social groups (Hayden 1995). Cerro Concepción and Cerro Alegre 
will, in my opinion, lose their charm if it will not be possible to see anyone else but 
other tourists wandering around in the streets. But the greater tragedy is of course that 
the people who have their homes in these places and are attached to them will have to 
relocate in search of cheaper rents.  
 
4.4 Places of repression 
 
The dictatorship affected the cityscape of Valparaíso by banishing the citizens from the 
streets and plazas. The streets were crowded with soldiers and effects of poverty 
instead. Everyone was going about their business reserved and scared. In the April of 
2014, the fire caused the President to declare a state of emergency to the whole city of 
Valparaíso. The state of emergency had one similar effect on the cityscape as the 
military dictatorship. Soldiers keeping watch over the city was a common sight now, 
which caused anxiety among my informants. They commented that they did not wish to 
relive the atmosphere of the dictatorship. The resemblance of the cityscape in these 
situations triggered memories of the times of repression. One informant told me how 
other senses could trigger her memories as well, such as the voice of Augusto Pinochet 
from the radio or television. Every time she would hear that she would feel anxious. She 





Rosemary Barbera has studied remembering in a community in Santiago de Chile. One 
of her main arguments is that the consequences of the military dictatorship continue to 
be prevalent and still affect the relationships between people. The fear and suspicion 
towards others keep the past constantly present. Barbera found two central emerging 
themes in her data – the memory of the fear during the dictatorship and the fear 
triggered by the memory that appears even today. The fear and memory permeate the 
experiences of daily life. Her informants were able to name people who had lost jobs 
long after the dictatorship for not having supported the regime at the time. (Barbera 
2009, 75–76, 79–81.) An Argentine sociologist, Elizabeth Jelin, has written about 
memory of state violence in contemporary Latin America. Like Barbera, she underlines 
as well how the past is in the present, as time is not linear in the histories of political 
confrontation and state violence. Time may pass, but it does not signify closure. The 
meaning of the past is located in the present through the acts of remembering and 
forgetting. (Jelin 2010, 61–62.) In many Latin American countries that experienced state 
repression and dictatorship, the discourse of the military regime as a salvation lost 
credibility with the transition to democracy. However, in Chile two different discourses 
still exist. (Ibid., 70.) According to my experiences, the divide is still very much 
experienced and articulated. It is somewhat socially acceptable to talk about Pinochet as 
the savior of the nation and admire the economic achievements of his regime. In 
comparison, as we discussed with my Spanish teacher in Argentina, where I spent time 
before my fieldwork, it would never be an acceptable discourse in Argentina to glorify 
the leaders of their military regime.  
The powerful memories can also come alive in everyday life when the affected people 
are living in the same environment that functioned as a scene of the traumatic events. 
The divide between the citizens sharing the same environment causes conflict situations 
as the memories affect the present. One example of how the memories are related to 
places is an incident that happened in the Asamblea Ciudadana. When talking about the 
how to make the city a better place to live, there was an intense discussion going on 
between the participants. One older man asked for the floor and presented himself an as 
an old communist. He started telling the audience about his painful memories from the 
time of the dictatorship. This caused a lot of uproar as some people were telling him to 
stop, saying that we all have history and that this has nothing to do with the subject. 





turns to speak. Later I asked my informant Natalia what she thought of the situation. 
She told me that as it has not been that long since the dictatorship ended, people have 
vivid memories of the time. These difficult memories are often related to the city or to 
specific places in it and come to their minds when talking about this subject. According 
to Dolores Hayden, social history is embedded in urban landscapes. Places make the 
memories coherent in multiple ways. People experience places both aesthetically with 
their senses, and as political, contested spaces. Thus, social history of places can be 
used to make connections to public memory. (Hayden 1995, 43.) 
According to Barbera’s experiences, the hegemonic discourse in Chile has been one of 
modernity, one of moving on and looking forward. The government’s aim has been to 
direct the country from being a Third World nation towards a First World nation. In 
their minds, the military regime ended in 1990, and a modern country does not dwell in 
the past. What this discourse conceals is that many Chileans still live with the vivid 
memories of that time. For them the past is in the present, but their memories are not 
acknowledged or legitimated by the authorities. In Barbera’s view, the official discourse 
is emphasized by not having many spaces for sharing the memories of the military 
regime and its human rights violations. (Barbera 2009, 76, 84.) 
In the capital, Santiago de Chile, there is a museum dedicated to the awareness of the 
human rights violations by the Chilean state during the dictatorship. It is called the 
Museum of Memory and Human Rights. The aim of the museum is to strengthen the 
ethical reflection about memory, solidarity and importance of human rights, in order to 
prevent repeating these kinds of events (Museo de la Memoria y los Derechos Humanos 
n.d.). The museum is thus a memorial as Connerton (2009) defines one. I visited the 
museum and it was a powerful experience. The testimonies can be experienced by many 
senses – there are audiotapes, videos, texts, newspaper articles, and pictures. Many 
personal stories are disclosed within the walls of the museum. Based on Barbera’s 
(2009) and Connerton’s (2009) ideas, I started contemplating on the place and what is 
actually tells the visitors. The explicit message is that it is important to remember and 
recognize what happened. However, it feels as if all the memories of these events, 
otherwise hushed in the society, have been captured into the museum. This obligatory 
memorial is an official place which has an assigned meaning. By selecting what is 
displayed, something has always been left out. Furthermore, it is a modern building, 





Filled with technology, it appears to be confirming the discourse of modernity. It does 
underline that the memories must be acknowledged, but at the same time it implies that 
what happened is in the past. The museum highlights the distinction between that time 
and this time. While providing an impressive experience to its visitors, it undermines 
the experiences of those to whom the divide of the society and the trauma remain a 
pervasive reality. 
In Valparaíso there is a cultural park built in the premises of an old prison. In general 
people refer to the place as ex-cárcel (ex-prison). The park could be considered a 
memorial as well. However, it is not designed for that purpose at the moment as it 
mainly organizes exhibitions and performances. The fact that it is the old prison of the 
city brings up memories of the repression. As we were visiting the park, one of my 
informants told me that he used to come here and visit his friends who were political 
prisoners at the time. This place always reminded him of that. However, it seems as if 
the new cultural center is not aiming to highlight the history, as it is almost completely 
restored and given a new identity. When the prison was closed in the end of the 90’s it 
first served as an unofficial cultural center, occupied by many artist groups. I was told 
that at that time it was full of activities, workshops, and spontaneous performances, and 
anyone could freely take part in the action. My informant Isidora told me about the time 
when she did not yet live in Valparaíso but used to come here to spend time at the ex-
prison.  
When I was younger I used to come to the gatherings they had here at the 
ex-prison, when it was not as official as it is now. I came to “hippie 
around” (hipear) and camp at the ex-prison. It was very different back 
then. It was like a great party all the time, a lot of music and everything. 
(Isidora, interview, 10 April 2014.) 
 
At that time the occupants wished to establish a collective place that would encourage 
creativity and serve as a memorial of the lives of the inmates (Taringa! n.d.). In 2011, 
the ex-prison was restored and remodeled, and the Parque Cultural de Valparaíso was 
constructed. It is now an “official” cultural center, where the activities are organized by 
the members of the PCdV organization. (PCdV n.d.a.) In my view, many of the 
attributes that would serve as reminders of the past have disappeared. The buildings are 
modern and white, and the whole complex seems to be somewhat out-of-place in the 





visible in the park’s website either as it is only mentioned in a sub-section under the 
administration. It is mentioned that some of the old drawings and writings on the cell 
walls in the prison building have been preserved. (PCdV n.d.b.) This building is 
reserved for workshops and it was never open to public when I visited the park. In the 
blog of an architectural organization, Plataforma Urbana, the theme of the cultural 
center is amply discussed. In one post, written before the constructions were ready, it 
was stated that they hoped that the gates and guards would not appear too soon, as the 
openness of the place would signify appreciation and trust between the citizens and 
authority (Texido 2011). Unfortunately, exactly the exclusiveness seemed to be a 
defining characteristic of the place now. In theory, it is a public space open to all, but 
there are guards at the gate and walking around in the place. There is a beautiful green 
area in the middle of the complex, but is irrigated so often that is not really possible to 
sit down there. The stray dogs, which many consider as equal dwellers in the city, are 
driven off by the guards with water guns. As amusing as this looks, it is somehow sad 
and shows the elitist character of the center. The area was often empty and silent. I only 
saw a few people spending time inside the gates. Just outside of the park there were 
often groups of young people doing spontaneous performances.  
The audience of the cultural center had shifted from alternative-minded people to elites 
and tourists. It is probable that neither of these groups felt that the place was open for 
them to use when it was controlled by the other. However, I argue that the center used 
to carry significance as a locus before the renovation and that nowadays the meaning 
has shifted towards a weak memorial, where the attributes worth remembering have 
been strictly defined and minimalized by the authorities. The place is assigned a new 
meaning as a cultural park, and the name ex-prison only lingers in the speech of the 
Porteños. The old cultural center gave the premises a new meaning as well, but the 
identity of the place remained, and it was thought of as a social and cultural patrimony 
of the city. As a locus, the relationship to the history was not explicitly highlighted but 
it was respected. The memory remained in the cityscape. There is still a powerful 
memorial which refers to the past meaning of the place – the place-name. The cultural 
park is situated at Cerro Cárcel (prison hill), which was originally named after the 
prison. According to Connerton, a place-name is an example of memorial, as it 
consciously delimits what defines the place (Connerton 2009, 10, 34–35). The cultural 





from various angles. My point has been to show how the shifting meaning and the focal 
location of the place in the cityscape have affected its role in collective remembering. 
This case also strengthens the idea of the discourse of modernity and looking forward 
instead of underlining the past (Barbera 2009).  
In this chapter I have discussed the role of stories and memory in place-making. Yi-Fu 
Tuan presents an example of what makes a place. The physicists Niels Bohr and Werner 
Heisenberg visited the Kronberg Castle in Denmark. They contemplated on how, as 
scientists, they appreciated the castle as a pile of stones, skillfully put together by the 
architect. However, as they imagined that Hamlet lived there, the castle suddenly 
became a world with stories to tell. Suddenly the castle had a deeper meaning. (Tuan 
2003, 4.) The place now had some agency as well. It was a character in the story of 
Hamlet. This is how the people of Valparaíso make the city come alive as a personage. 
Keith Basso tells us the same story about the Kronberg castle, and uses it to argue that 
anyone can be a place-maker. It is common to ask questions such as “what happened 
here?”. He states that place-making is “a universal tool of the historical imagination”. 
Place-making is a way of constructing the past, but also of personal and social 
identities. (Basso 1996, 4–7.)  
Places are powerful markers and makers of history. Both individual and cultural 
memories are attached to them. “All the past actions are located somewhere”, as 
Connerton sums up (2009, 141). Since places thus construct society and culture as well, 
we can understand why disruptions of sense of place are potentially powerful tragedies. 
The changes in Valparaíso are therefore provoking strong emotions. Forgetting is a 
consequence of the privatization of the urban landscape, and it can be dangerous to 
forget. In the nations that have suffered from state repression, the imperative discourse 
has been that we must remember in order to never repeat the history (Jelin 2010, 69). 
Basso argues that interpreting the past is not possible without referring to places (1996, 
6). Therefore, it is essential in Valparaíso, that even as authenticity of places is 
reinvented with each generation, the urban landscapes, which tell us stories and allow us 
imagine the past, are preserved. 
In the next chapter I will examine the practices of active place-making in the 
neighborhoods of Valparaíso. I will also analyze the role of place attachments in these 





5 Creando comunidad – Building a sense of place with participation 
 
The people of Valparaíso, the Porteños, rarely talk about their fellow city dwellers as 
residents or inhabitants. They talk about neighbors. For an outsider it seems that there is 
a sort of common sentiment among the Porteños that they all belong to the same 
community with a shared identity. Most of my informants, especially younger ones, 
expressed more identification with the city itself than for their particular neighborhood. 
Nevertheless, the closest sphere of participation is the neighborhood. It is also the scene 
of everyday life and plays a significant role in the formation of urban experiences. I 
noticed that increasing the identification of the people with their everyday surroundings 
was in the interests of the neighborhood communities. 
Deborah Martin problematizes the notion of neighborhood as a pertinent territory of 
experience, such as the planning practice normally assumes. However, this notion 
persists as an idea among many urban residents and in local politics. According to 
Martin, “citizen participation districts” are nominated by city planners to organize 
residents and to form neighborhood planning units. As neighborhoods are social 
constructions and products of specific times and places, they are not fixed or concretely 
limited. Nevertheless, for the people who live in them they do have real and material 
consequences as their settings of everyday life. (Martin 2003, 731–732.) According to 
Manuel Castells, the urban population of Chile is oriented towards building and 
preserving spatially defined local communities (1983, 210). In the pre-dictatorship 
Chile, the urban citizens used to fight for their space and homes by organizing a 
community that would occupy a certain site in the outskirts of the city (Paley 2001, 39–
45). This history of urban communities and mobilizations helps explain why the elderly 
of Valparaíso lament the development towards scattered urban spaces instead of tightly 
interwoven neighborhood communities. 
In this chapter I will analyze the spheres and methods of participation in Valparaíso. 
First I will examine the ideas and practices of neighborhood life in the cerros and the 
meaning of available public space for an active neighborhood life. From neighborhood 
life I will move on to the citizen participation and neighborhood organizations. Based 
on theories of sense of place and attachment to place, I will analyze the meaning of 





According to my observations, the organizations had challenges in motivating the 
residents to care more about the neighborhood and actively take part in the common 
activities and decisions. Ideas were created and campaigns were designed in order to 
enhance the participation spirit. I did not have the time to see how these campaigns 
eventually succeeded, but I witnessed the potential and power the community of 
Valparaíso had when the fire occurred. It became clear to me that the Porteños were 
ready to help and get their hands dirty when their fellow citizens had experienced a 
terrible trauma.  
 
5.1 Vida de barrio 
 
Here we have life in the streets you know…My neighbor takes her chair 
and goes to sunbathe right there in the street in front of our houses. I also 
go and sunbathe there. Because the sun does not reach here, I will lay 
down in the street. I don’t feel ashamed because I feel that the street is also 
my backyard. And that’s cool. That is neighborhood life. (Isidora, Cerro 
Cárcel, interview, 10 April 2014.) 
 
Although for some the community Valparaíso as a whole felt closer than their own 
neighborhood, many of my informants were also longing after or praising the everyday 
neighborhood life in their cerros. This concept of vida de barrio emerged in 
conversations and interviews. For Jane Jacobs, the urban life consists of random 
encounters with strangers or casual conversations with people who have become 
acquaintances (1984). The importance of public space for encounters is equally 
important in Valparaíso, but the urban everyday life there is a bit more intimate. As my 
informant Vale explained, the houses in Valparaíso are built very close to each other. 
The noises of daily life can be heard in other houses and in the street. Also the laundry 
is dried outside, either hanging from the windows or in balconies. Therefore the colors 
of the underwear are not a secret for the neighbors or for anyone walking past the house. 
(Vale, Cerro Panteón, interview, 10 April 2014.) The boundary between the private and 
public sphere is very flexible, and the neighbors are a big part of the daily experience, 
whether one wants it or not.  
I asked all my interviewees to describe how they defined good neighborhood life. Here 





For me, the neighborhood life means encountering and recognizing the 
other person who lives in the same common space. The encounters 
obviously take place in the public space and the recognizing means 
recognizing the other as your neighbor and as an actor within the same 
city. -- And sharing. Sharing a common history and everyday life. (Isidora, 
Cerro Cárcel, interview, 10 April 2014.) 
…that you make a conversation with the neighbors. If you want to make a 
short visit to buy bread or something, it is a challenge, because you stop to 
talk, to say hey, you greet the dogs that you know. It will take you a while. 
And that is nice. (Benjamin, Patio Volantín, Cerro Panteón, interview, 7 
April 2014.) 
My definition for neighborhood life would be more people in the streets. 
Cleaner streets. That we all know each other, that we all talk to each other. 
That is a neighborhood. If I have a problem, the neighbor can call me and 
help. (Don Luis, Cerro Cordillera, interview, 11 April 2014.) 
 
Historically, the urban communities in Chile often consisted of family members and 
relatives, hence the social network, tejido social, used to be particularly strong. When it 
comes to the feeling of community and good neighborhood life in Valparaíso, there 
were differences in the experiences depending on the age, origins, and current 
neighborhood of the informants. I noticed that people that were about 30 years old or 
under felt that in their neighborhood there was a good neighborhood life and 
atmosphere. Especially people that had moved to Valparaíso from some other city were 
enthusiastic about the level of interaction between neighbors. They told me that they 
chatted with their neighbors every day and that everyone gets greeted when walking 
down the street. For many older residents who lived in Valparaíso before the 
dictatorship and television, this was not a good enough definition for neighborhood life. 
They were reminiscing about the good old days, when the cerros were true 
communities. They used to share the bad and the good times and everyone could trust 
their neighbor. Back then the hills had enough services for the daily chores and 
activities.  
According to these stories, the neighborhoods were like little villages. People did not 
have a reason to go any further in their daily lives. People would socialize with the 
neighbors when coming across them while running errands in the same places. Doña 
Maria, an older lady who moved to Valparaíso as a young mother, told me that at that 





neighborhoods. Now that everyone is out in the city center most of the day, it is 
impossible to run into the neighbors and get to know them as before. She especially 
missed the local services, such as the movie theatre and the corner pharmacy, where the 
handsome pharmacist knew every customer by name and used to write prescription free 
of charge.  
The development towards less active community life is common in cities everywhere. 
Sharon Zukin (2010) argues that the neighborhoods of New York are increasingly 
transforming towards the ideal of corporate city, further away from the concept of urban 
village. These changes, the disappearance of familiar local services and the 
homogenization of the streetscape are weakening the sense of community and making 
people feel like outsiders in their own neighborhood. (Ibid., 7.) However, not everyone 
is longing after village-like neighborhoods and good old urban life in Valparaíso. A 
friend of mine, aged under 30, commented to me that he does not care that much for an 
active neighborhood life, because in his time it has never really existed. He said that he 
does not feel identified with the neighborhood, but wants to rather concentrate on 
contributing to a more equal and communal Valparaíso and a functioning civil society 
in Chile. I think Jane Jacobs (1984) would agree with this view, since she argued that 
big cities do not have any use for neighborhoods. While in Valparaíso many people 
want neighborhoods that have their own identity, are self-sustained, and form a 
community, Jacobs criticized this kind of segmenting of cities. She wondered why 
people would want to destroy a city by dividing it artificially into many small towns or 
suburbs. While she recognized the importance of neighborhoods as a scene of everyday 
experience, Jacobs claimed that the point of cities is the number of choices and 
opportunities that are not limited in one place. For her, the most functioning type of 
neighborhood is a lively street, with many intersections and local stores. (Ibid. 124-
139.) 
The importance of public space for encounters is apparent in all of these different 
descriptions of neighborhood and neighborhood life. Among others theorists of 
modernization, Marshall Berman (1983) was worried about the decrease of encounters 
in urban space. He explores Baudelaire’s stories of human encounters on the Paris 
Boulevard. The stories describe the atmosphere of the modern urban environment in the 
nineteenth century. As the highway replaced the Boulevard in the twentieth century, the 





Connerton and Jacobs as well. They both underline the importance of street 
intersections in urban life. The local public contacts depend on the length of blocks, as 
there are more possibilities to mix people’s paths with more intersections. They have 
more opportunities to turn corners and take a different route. The sense of neighborhood 
is constructed by these random encounters and visits to local bars or stores, which one 
might not run into if they were situated hidden in the long blocks. (Connerton 2009, 25–
26; Jacobs 1984, 191–199.)  
Anthropologist James Holston has presented similar observations and conclusions about 
urban planning. He criticizes the modern planning and architecture of the city of 
Brasília, where the street has been faded out of the cityscape. The street concretizes the 
public sphere as the antithesis of private, meaning that its significance is much more 
important than just a space where different activities take place. It represents the part of 
the architectural system where the public and civil participation is built. Holston thus 
claims that based on the architecture, we can deduce the quality of the relationship 
between the ruling regime and the citizens. He compares the modern architecture of 
Brasília with the pre-industrial architecture of Río de Janeiro and Ouro Preto in order to 
demonstrate his point. Brasília does not have plazas, pedestrian streets, or sidewalks. 
Thus corner stores and other services are absent as well. People do not have any public 
spaces to live their everyday lives in. Some people who had moved to Brasília from 
other cities complained to Holston how there is no street life and that they cannot see 
people anywhere. One of his informants described the street corners as important 
traditional places of encounter in the neighborhoods, as sites of sociability and public 
activities. Brasília is lacking these street corners that the other cities have, and that 
means the encounters can only take place in the private sphere of homes. (Holston 1989, 
101–107.) Thus casual encounters with acquaintances and strangers do not occur as they 
should.   
The great significance of public street space is that it enables public interaction and 
assembly. During the dictatorship in Chile, this was exactly the type of activities the 
military regime wished to demolish. Clara Irazábal has studied the democratic meaning 
of everyday public space. According to her, the public space functions as a stage for two 
kinds of experiences. On the one hand, they are places for daily life, but on the other 
hand, unusual, significant events like demonstrations take place in public space and can 





common perceptions of history, memories, and meaning, but also a physical space. 
Irazábal also states that the public space has a significant role in building community. 
(Irazábal 2008b, 23.) 
According to my informants, the most extreme change in the communal life in the 
neighborhoods happened after the military coup. The dictatorship and its consequences 
for the everyday life in the city was a popular topic between me and my informants. 
Everyone would have something to say about it. What I kept hearing was that everyone 
used to isolate themselves and only take care of their own businesses. Since so many 
people moved away, either as political or as economic exiles, the formerly strong tejido 
social was disrupted. One could not trust the neighbors, as one could never know the 
political opinions of the neighbor. It was not possible to talk about these matters openly. 
All the communal activities and assembling was forbidden. If there were several 
neighbors gathered in the street, they would get problems for illegal assembly. An 
individualistic culture replaced the active neighborhood life, and people kept to 
themselves. Since the military regime, the social life in Chile has not been revived to the 
prior level, and that is one of the ways in which the trauma is still very visible in the 
everyday life of Valparaíso.  
This is the problem in our society… The military coup caused an 
interruption in our society, a powerful interruption. Their purpose was to 
divide the neighborhood. They would not let us assemble. They separated 
us from each other. We were forced to stay at our homes. You could not 
walk in the streets after 8 pm. (Don Luis, Cerro Cordillera, interview, 11 
April 2014.) 
 
The use of public urban space was restrained and people were forced to stay in the 
private sphere, away from the public sphere of participation. As I have argued, the 
public space, the streets and plazas, are essential for the active neighborhood life. In 
Valparaíso, there are very few planned public spaces, especially in the hills. In the 
narrow flat area of the city, between the hills and the sea, there are some plazas and 
parks, but in the actual barrios, neighborhoods, common space consist mainly of the 
streets and some sports fields. My informants also criticized the urban planning in Chile 
for not creating public spaces that invite interaction. They believed that the government 
did not want the people to organize and act as active citizens. According to Clara 





contribute to the social learning and interactive citizenship (2008b, 24). Urbanist 
Margaret Crawford suggests redefining “space” in order to better understand the wide-
ranging fields where the public expressions take place. She claims that we need a new 
construction that supersedes the cultural definitions of physical spaces, such as home, 
work place, or institution. Crawford names this new spatial construction as “everyday 
space”. Everyday space is like a tissue that binds together the daily lives of people. It is 
so unnoticeable and self-evident that it is difficult to even perceive. This everyday space 
has the potential to work as a common scene for both political expression and daily 
lived experience. Crawford uses the riots in Los Angeles in 1992 as an example where 
ethnic minorities claimed their rights as citizens. They used spaces such as streets, 
parking spaces, and shopping malls for their purpose. These places, as public everyday 
space, can be so strongly perceived as parts of everyday routines that it is difficult to see 
them as public space. They can also be somewhere in between private, commercial, or 
home sphere by definition. Sidewalks, front yards, or empty lots are examples of these 
kinds of spaces. Their function and significance are flexible and transforming, and the 
changing purposes of use can reshape and redefine the identities of these spaces. The 
users can both define and interpret different meanings, such as political, economic, 
social or esthetic meanings. Thus the everyday public space is built in the grassroots 
level, from down to top, unlike normative, planned public space which only reinforces 
the ruling ideology. (Crawford 2011, 345–347.) 
In Valparaíso, the everyday space that is not planned for gatherings should be reclaimed 
and redefined by the citizens. The neighborhood life is about the politics of everyday 
life and daily use of public space. As Isidora said when she was talking about 
sunbathing in the street, the public space is her backyard. The missing planned space for 
gatherings is replaced by taking over the everyday space. How funny an example this 
may sound, this type of place-making is an important step towards more vibrant 
neighborhood life and more active community.  
Promising initiatives for the revival of active community life are happening in many 
places in Valparaíso. However, the locals say that individualistic and technology driven 
culture is still dragging people to the privacy of their homes and away from public 
participation. Next I will analyze the means that organizations use in order to tackle 





5.2 Neighborhood organizing and place-making 
 
Manuel Castells (1983) has studied Madrid’s citizen movement that was concentrated 
on urban issues in the 1970s. The movement managed to attract participants from all 
social classes and professional groups, and was therefore able to develop and organize 
itself in the time of the dictatorship, during which social and political rights were 
restricted. (Ibid., 215.) There are many similarities between the circumstances in which 
this movement developed, and in the situation in which the neighbors of Valparaíso feel 
like they are. I will therefore compare this movement and its results to the neighborhood 
organizations in Valparaíso. Firstly, even though Chile’s dictatorship ended in the 1990, 
the distrust between political actors and citizen organizations is still widely experienced. 
The change towards a new concept of democracy has only started within the past decade 
and has been driven mostly by the student movements. In Spain, the neighborhood 
associations that were formed as a part of the movement also presented a challenge to 
the political regime. They attempted to legitimize their existence by presenting 
themselves as a complement, not as an alternative to the political system. They were 
still distrusted by the politicians. (Ibid., 226–228.) Secondly, in Spain, the goals were to 
alter the dominant cultural patterns of urban life from loneliness and isolation to 
communication and solidarity. They wanted to highlight local customs over the mass 
media’s monopoly of the message. (Ibid., 271.) These are themes that were repeatedly 
called for by the neighbors in Valparaíso.   
According to Deborah Martin, neighborhood organizations aim to empower community 
activism by building a neighborhood identity. The common identity legitimates the 
organization’s agendas, but may hide social differences in the neighborhood. Martin 
uses social movement theory to analyze the place as a mobilizing discourse for 
neighborhood organizations. She is interested in how activism is portrayed as based on 
a specific place and scale. Neighborhood is geographic, something that we all have, 
whereas community is a common culture, a common identification of mutual interests. 
(Martin 2003, 730, 732–733.) Cox and Mair (1988) argue that location does not make a 
community in itself, but the people who live in the same area experience the same 
problems and thus develop common interests. Other scholars have argued that common 
identity based on common experiences, interests and, values can be formed through 





local context structures common interests and goals. She calls this process “place-
making by ‘place-framing’”. (Martin 2003, 730.) I will now analyze how the 
organizations in Valparaíso make places and aim to create common identities for 
neighborhoods.  
I was mostly following the activities of the neighborhood organization of Cerro 
Panteón. The organization is called Junta de Vecinos, the neighbors’ council. The 
neighbors’ councils function under the municipality, and can be founded by anyone by 
gathering 200 signatures from the neighbors (Municipalidad de Valparaíso 2015b). The 
function of these organizations is to support participation among the neighbors and 
foster the development of their neighborhood. The purpose is that the council can 
represent the neighbors in discussions with the authorities when it comes to the 
development claims, solve the problems of the area independently, develop projects that 
benefit the residents, and make sure that the municipality has information about the 
possible deficiencies in the infrastructure. (Biblioteca del Congreso Nacional de Chile 
2014.) 
These objectives sound promising, but in order to really function like that, the councils 
need neighbors to participate. The fact that the councils work under the local 
government causes some neighbors to doubt their actual abilities to work and the level 
of democracy they pursue. Martin’s analysis of the role of the neighborhood 
organizations matches the thoughts of my informants and my observations in 
Valparaíso. Neighborhood organizations often function as a part of an existing political 
structure, but sometimes they can explicitly challenge governance structures. These 
organizations intent to limit their sphere of action at a different scale than the local 
government, but they also interact with and require services from political institutions. 
(Martin 2003, 732.) My informant Augusto, who himself used to be active in the 
council of his own neighborhood, had a really critical opinion about the councils. He 
said that the meetings with the representatives of the municipality were a waste of time, 
because the people who actually make the decisions were never there. Augusto had the 
feeling that they were always busy doing something else and not at all interested in what 
the citizens had to say. He reminded me that the neighborhood council is an invention 
of the government and thus the model of organization is copied from above. The system 
is not an initiative of the neighbors themselves. Those who wish to participate will 





council’s purpose is to administrate a minimal piece of power handed over by the 
government. This administration mainly consists of handing out certificates of 
residence. (Augusto, discussion, 7 April 2014.)  
Augusto’s statements about the administrative power of the councils were supported by 
my discussions and observations at the council meetings at Cerro Panteón and Cerro 
Cordillera. I asked Don Emilio about the kind of power the council has, and his 
response was that now it is clearly a legal power. He saw that it was possible to obtain 
social and political power, but only if the people participate. The council needs the 
support of the people. He also acknowledged that it was up to the council to motivate 
people, and that the council members were the ones that needed to be capable of doing 
that. (Don Emilio, Cerro Panteón, interview 27 February 2014.) However, social and 
political power is probably not what the municipality wished these organizations to 
have. Augusto was sure that nowhere are the neighborhood councils created to generate 
a political dialogue. He said that if some council is trying to reach its power outside of 
the minimal sphere of power, the central and local governments will object and make it 
impossible. Like many other Porteños I talked to, Augusto complained about the 
distrust between the government and the citizens and said that it has been like that since 
the dictatorship. The government does not have trust in organized masses. If the 
neighbors’ councils are transformed into a critical and debating entity instead of just a 
receptive one, they are transformed into a big problem for the municipality. (Augusto, 
discussion, 7 April 2014.) 
Castells also studied the squatter movement, the pobladores of Santiago, between 1965 
and 1973. He argues that the movement was dependent upon the political system, thus 
unable to find ways to protest outside of the range of established political forces. The 
dwellers were not the producers of the space they had built for themselves, but rather 
considered as “temporary builders of their master’s hacienda”. The residents lacked 
social control over urban development because they were forced to function under the 
will of the state. Castells calls this kind of city “a city without citizens”. (1983, 212.) 
The same lack of independency in the neighborhood organizations seems to hold back 
the true participation and control over urban space even today.  
In an interview with Arturo and Maria Paz we discussed the reasons of the low 





the meeting of their neighborhood’s council in Cerro Cárcel a few times. The largest 
meeting had been with six participants. She felt that people were just not interested. 
Arturo commented that even though there was some interest among the people, these 
organizations are lagging behind their time. The actives in the councils are often older 
residents, who used to participate in politics until the dictatorship. The young, new 
potential actors have not adopted this form of participation. Arturo said that the 
neighbors’ council is often authoritarian and representative more that participative. It is 
an organization where certain people have power as members of the council. There is 
also a union for all the neighbors’ councils, and Arturo suspected that it is in the 
interests of the mayor to always have a person with the same political views as himself 
leading this organization. (Arturo & Maria Paz, Cerro Cárcel, interview, 18 March 
2014.) 
This seems to be the paradox of the neighbors’ councils. They might be the best way for 
the residents to have a say in the issues affecting their neighborhoods, but the distrust 
between the citizens and the government is reflected into their actions, thus leading to 
low motivation to participate from the part of the neighbors. Julia Paley notes that after 
the dictatorship, the state was offering the communities a chance to “participate” by 
giving them activities formerly performed by the state. The citizens became agents of 
their own governance, while these activities were framed as a way of strengthening 
democracy. (Paley 2001, 6.) Because my informants described the main tasks of the 
council being signing residence certificates and listening to complaints, I see the 
councils on some level as products of the culture Paley presents. The councils I had the 
chance to observe were clearly lacking participants, but according to my observations, 
however, they aimed to act as democratically as possible and wanted to truly involve 
people. The president of the council of Cerro Panteón wanted to reform the 
organizational practices: 
I am not really a president, we are all equal. Someone just has to be named 
the president, so I am the one who signs the papers and so on. But what I 
really want is that our practices are democratic, that anyone can come and 
speak their minds. I believe in democracy, and this is how it is supposed to 
work. Not so that one is above the others and they will obey. The 
democracy has to be direct, not representative. (Don Emilio, Cerro 






Marina Sitrin and Dario Azzellini (2014) have criticized representative democracy and 
suggested a redefinition of democracy by listening to what people really want. In 
representative democracy, the people get to vote for a representative, who in the end has 
no responsibilities of keeping the promises made before the elections. Sitrin and 
Azzellini present some communities and social movements who have attempted to 
challenge the prevalent conception of democracy and develop equal grassroots forms of 
government. Examples of these are horisontalism, self-management, and participatory 
democracy. (Sitrin & Azzellini 2014, 40–41.) Some of the organizations I was 
observing aimed at applying these kinds of forms of democracy as alternatives to the 
systems of the state or local government.  
In Cerro Panteón the council was running a campaign to motivate the neighbors for a 
more committed and active participation. The objective of the project was to highlight 
working as a community and creating a better neighborhood together. The anticipation 
was that active neighbors would have the capacity to tackle the problems of the area. 
The campaign was scheduled to last for six months, but it was interrupted due to the 
fire, as all the actors involved were concentrating on an aid project for the fire victims. 
The campaign was conducted together with a local self-managed cultural center, Patio 
Volantín, and with a community radio. Representatives of other institutes and some 
neighbors sometimes attended the meetings as well. In the first meetings the objectives 
and a plan of action for the project were aligned. The problems to be tackled were first 
identified. These were gentrification, litter, disorder, and the low motivation of the 
neighbors. The latter was suggested to be the result of an individualistic culture and the 
general under-development of the participation culture in post-dictatorship Chile. In 
order to achieve the goals of the campaign, it was necessary to raise awareness of these 
problems. A stronger identification with the neighborhood and strengthening the 
relationships between neighbors were listed as indirect goals that help reach the final 
objectives. A proper name for the campaign was brainstormed, and finally the team 
decided on Creando Como-Unidad. This is wordplay and has a double meaning. It can 
be translated as creating community (creando comunidad) or as creating as a unity 
(creando como unidad). The project in Cerro Panteón thus aimed at building a tighter 
community and, as a result, motivate people to work together to solve concrete 
problems and create new ways to enhance the well-being in the neighborhood. The 





and not on instructions given from above. The organizers hoped that they could revive 
the participation culture and change the habit of just complaining and waiting around 
for the municipality to come and fix the problems (which was not likely to happen very 
fast). 
The first tangible result of the campaign was a block party, Feria vecinal, organized in 
the end of March. One street was transformed into a flea market and a place for 
workshops and performances for one Saturday afternoon. It is significant that the event 
occupied an important street with a lot of historical and cultural value. This street, Calle 
Dinamarca, is at the top of the hill, and it circles three different cemeteries, which are 
an important part of the historical significance and identity of the hill. Also, as one my 
informants who lives in this street told me, the street used to be known as the 
transsexual district of the city. Many families lived there as well and there was a very 
open and diverse atmosphere back then. (Vale, Cerro Panteón, interview 10 April 
2014.) Calle Dinamarca thus has a specific value with respect to urban history and 
culture. During the event this symbolic space was closed for traffic and completely in 
the use of the neighbors. The urban public space was in their control, thus the definition 
for a good neighborhood life given by many of my informants was realized. The 
children were also making the place theirs by drawing pictures on the tarmac with their 
colorful chalks. Some hundreds of people visited the block party. Most people I talked 
told me that they came mainly for the flea market or just for a Saturday stroll. Those 
people did not feel that they came to actively participate. The point of the event was to 
offer interesting activities and at the same time bring up the problems of the area. Many 
people who would not come to any meetings to discuss about these matters would find 
them interesting and easier to approach in a more relaxed and informal context. Another 
goal was to bring people together, out of their homes, so that they might get inspired 
when seeing how active their neighbors can be. The event ended with an expert panel 
discussion about gentrification. After the panel the audience had the chance to express 
their thoughts as well. The neighbors recounted their experiences about the problems 
they had faced or potential problems they believed were about emerge with 
gentrification. The changes in the city caused anxiety and anger among the residents. 
The neighbors expressed feelings of powerlessness and being incapable of defending 
their neighborhoods. Some of the speakers were thankful for the organization of these 





neighbors who also want to act and find solutions. These people believed that by 
working together, the neighbors have a change to make a difference. My observations in 
the event and the discussions reveal the prevalent situation in Valparaíso – there are 
people willing to act and participate as citizens, but the disbelief in the possibilities and 
means are limiting the motivation. The significance of events like these can be seen 
above all as an endeavor to empower the citizens and show them that there are others 
who are ready to act as well.   
 
 
Figure 7: Feria vecinal, Cerro Panteón. 
 
According to Deborah Martin, organizations discursively link people’s shared 
experiences of places to their agendas for collective action. This way they define the 
neighborhood scale as a relevant scale for community activism. In the organizations 
studied by Martin, they legitimated the neighborhood sphere of activism by “place-
framing”. The place-framing was realized by locating problems and potential solutions 
at the scale of the residential area. By this discourse, the organizations defined their 
members not only as citizens of a specific city, but of an exact location within the city. 
(Martin 2003, 731, 744.) In the case of Cerro Panteón, the neighbors’ council and other 
organizing actors aimed at gathering the neighbors of one area together and discuss 
problems that are city-wide or even global. It might be difficult to see how the 
neighbors would be able to fight a phenomenon as far-reaching as gentrification, even 





flyers door to door, one older lady commented, after reading the flyer, that we cannot do 
anything to stop gentrification. Therefore it was not interesting for her to participate in 
discussions about it.  
Several elements of place-making were noticeable at the event, such as revitalization of 
neighborhood life, the use of public space, and community participation. The block 
party was a way of creating common identity for the neighbors in Cerro Panteón. 
Neighborhood events and interactions promote cohesion and give residents the 
opportunity to get to know and appreciate the physical fabric of the neighborhood – the 
streets, parks, homes and shops. Thus these events can enhance place attachment. 
(Brown, Perkins & Brown 2003, 261.) The street that everyone knows as a place and 
the possibility to spend time with neighbors and get to know them were instruments of 
strengthening place attachment at the block party. Attachment to place is not all about 
the physical fabric, since it also means commitments to the neighbors. Social networks 
become rooted in a location, thus the people are an essential part of the common identity 
and sense of place. (Gerson, Stueve & Fischer 1977, 139–140.)  
Despite the powerful elements of place attachment at the feria vecinal, the motivation 
through place-framing was not that effective, since the problems and solutions 
presented were not located at the neighborhood scale. According to Martin’s 
interpretations of the discourses used by the neighborhood organizations she studied, 
the problems they identified were connected to experiences of everyday life. A shared 
interest and a sense of responsibility were evoked by communicating that these 
problems were common to all the neighbors and that everyone could try to solve them. 
(Martin 2003, 746.) Castells describes an exemplary neighborhood, La Corrala, which 
participated in the Citizen Movement of Madrid. In this historical neighborhood, the 
neighbors managed to show what the city could be like if local neighborhood cultures 
were cherished instead of suffocated under gentrification and office buildings. They 
revitalized traditions and celebrations, decorated the neighborhood with mural 
paintings, and organized parades and theatre in the streets. They made use of methods 
ranging from big demonstrations and media attention to legal complaints. By working 
together as a community, the neighbors managed to make urban conservation without 
gentrification an officially accepted aim. What needed to be done in order to be able to 
tackle a problem affecting a wider scale than the neighborhood was to awaken the 





In Cerro Panteón, however, the feeling of powerlessness could be sensed in the 
speeches of the neighbors after the panel. They did not seem to feel like the solutions 
were in their hands. They were wondering what they could do as residents when the rich 
and the foreigners come and buy their homes. A friend of mine, Martina, who is a 
founder of a collective and co-working space called Áncora, also spoke after the panel. 
She was encouraging people to work together by recounting how many people came to 
work with her collective and help with their place-making project. Together with other 
organizations and the neighbors they cleaned up an unused ravine and planned new uses 
and meanings for it. Many people who did not even live in the neighborhood came to 
help when they saw that it was a meaningful project. Martina pointed out that there is 
great potential in participation when it is targeted correctly and when people are devoted 
to work as a group.  
In order to feel empowered, it seems that people in Valparaíso need more action and 
less listening. The main purpose of the feria was being a tool for creating new 
participation culture and challenging the official participation channels, which have 
been criticized for being informative instead of participative. The turnout was 
impressive and the general ambience of the day very positive. With more engaging 
activities and by binding the problems and solutions to daily experiences the campaign 
could, however, be more effective. The neighborhood movement in La Corrala 
succeeded because of the original population of the area, the elderly, the service 
workers, and small business families worked together with the young professionals 
interested in preserving the historical architecture and popular tradition. The newcomers 
and the original population shared the common interest to act together to achieve these 
goals. (Castells 1983, 251–255.)  
In another neighborhood, Cerro Cordillera, the neighborhood council was also 
experiencing lack of participation on behalf of the neighbors. The problems in Cerro 
Cordillera were somewhat different from those of Panteón. Gentrification was not a 
prevailing issue, but the neighborhood was considered generally more dangerous than 
the more centric Panteón. According to the president of the neighbors’ council, the 
residents were mainly worried about crime, litter, and problems in the infrastructure. 
The president reckoned that littering and disturbances were a result of people not feeling 





they feel like they belong, but local involvement in itself fosters place attachment 
(Gerson, Stueve & Fischer 1977, 154).  
Thus the organizations need to organize common projects for the neighborhood and 
build up collective memory of the place. In Cerro Cordillera they had built a recycling 
center together with the neighbors and, the council was running a neighborhood library. 
As they wanted the neighbors to be the most important building bricks of the 
community, instead of the council, they hoped that these projects would eventually be 
administered by the residents themselves. One of the projects they wished to implement 
at Cerro Cordillera was a memory of the neighborhood. Being familiar with the history 
of one’s neighborhood is considered important in the identification and attachment to 
place in Valparaíso. Many of the cerros already had their own memory written, and in 
some others they were planning to put one together. According to Martin, the 
organizations she studied discursively situated specific history, among other elements, 
at the scale of the residential neighborhood (2003, 746). Also Brown, Perkins, and 
Brown mention the importance of place history to the neighborhood attachment. They 
provide an example of an oral history project in a neighborhood they studied. In the 
project, long-term residents present the strengths and history of the neighborhood to 
newcomers. Brown, Perkins, and Brown consider this a great program to cultivate place 
attachment and social relationships.  (2003, 269.)  
The council at Cerro Cordillera had its own meeting space in the same building as the 
library. The members of the council told me that they preferred to have a shared public 
space, a neutral space instead of someone’s home. The neighbors should adopt the place 
as their own, so that it would be easy to come to attend the meetings or just to have a tea 
and talk. Their goal was that it would become a common meeting place for the 
neighbors. As James Holston argues, it is important to have some public meeting space 
outside of the private sphere of homes (1989, 107). Then people would move around 
more in their neighborhood and get to know each other, and this would ideally lead to 
more active neighborhood life and more participation.  
In both neighborhoods, Cerro Panteón and Cerro Cordillera, there are many other 
community organizations as well. In most of the hills in Valparaíso, there are several 
neighbors’ councils, clubs for seniors, sports clubs, and other organizations that bring 





multi-functional cultural community. In Cerro Panteón it is called Patio Volantín, and in 
Cordillera they have Espacio Santa Ana. These centers organize workshops and 
sometimes longer projects related to arts or common good. In both of these 
organizations a horizontal, non-hierarchic way of working was highlighted. Patio 
Volantín is also a home, and the people who live there form the most active part of the 
community.  
Patio is also a self-sustained community. As a participation fee in the workshops they 
ask a pack of flour. They use the flour to make bread to sell. They do not wish to have 
any money transactions with the participants. Patio Volantín’s idea is to work by 
exchange and barter. Their aim, as explained to me by Benjamin, one of the original 
members of the community, is to show people that there are other ways to live and act 
than what we see from the current capitalist information overflow. He wished that 
people could imagine another kind of world. The long-term plan of the community is to 
create a social transformation and empowerment of the neighbors. They know at the 
Patio that these are very ambitious goals, but they are gradually going towards them. 
The workshops bring people together from all over the city and even further, but next 
they wished to concentrate more on the neighborhood. They work closely together with 
the council, a member of which Benjamin is as well.  In 2014, the council was also 
based at the house of Patio Volantín. According to Benjamin, this makes it easier to 
communicate to the neighbors that the Patio is open for everyone. The plan for the 
neighborhood is to incorporate also other organizations of the sector, together involve 
the residents, and occupy places in the neighborhood. Occupying places could be done 
by making small plantations around the neighborhood, by painting murals on the walls, 
and by other projects that activate the neighbors. Incorporating the history of the 
neighborhood in the workshops is a part of the plan as well. (Benjamin, Patio Volantín, 
Cerro Panteón, interview 7 April 2014 & other discussions.) Manzo & Perkins suggest 
that neighborhood revitalizing efforts should concentrate more on how to create place 
attachment, and less on time and money, social cohesion, and social control. They argue 
that these other factors will follow if the neighbors are attached. Attached neighbors will 
interact with the neighbors, watch over their communities, and take care of them. (2006, 
338–339.) The workshops that Patio Volantín was planning to organize are a clear step 





aiming towards a new communal life will provide the neighbors with shared interests 
for developing and protecting their neighborhood (Castells 1983, 255).  
Based on the experiences of my informants and my observations at the block party, I 
argue that a traditionally working neighbors’ council as an institution is not an effective 
way of involving people. Its basic functions are not participative, and its role as an 
invention of the government generated suspicion. Its basic activities and the 
organization model did not develop as an initiative of the neighbors themselves, even 
though founding a council is often an idea of the neighbors. The council can still only 
work inside the frames set by the municipality. The image of the institution has to 
change in order for more people to get interested. It might be less motivating for many 
to attend meetings rather than actually work on something concrete. The president of the 
council at Cerro Cordillera told me that her impression is that mainly senior neighbors 
wish to attend meetings, while the young residents prefer action. According to her 
experiences, it is relatively easy to motivate the young neighbors to work on the 
common recycling place for example. Here the difference between the forms of 
participation of different generations is visible. In this light, the council in Cerro 
Panteón and Patio Volantín working together and creating participative projects seems 
to be a fruitful solution. This co-operation has the potential to attract people with 
different backgrounds and ages. Younger citizens might adopt the horizontal 
organization and self-managed, concrete working method rather than sitting in 
meetings.  
For Patio, working together with the council helps to maintain good relations with the 
municipality. It is important also to try to work together with the authorities and not 
reinforce the confrontation between them and the citizens. The spirit of resistance 
should be accompanied with the spirit of dreaming of a better city. I noticed that the 
dreaming part was not so obvious for many, as much of what I heard at the Asamblea 
Ciudadana was the participants opposing all the plans and quarreling. I discussed this 
later with my informant Martina. She commented that constructiveness is often missing 
in the participative discussions in Chile. People tend to concentrate on the things they 
do not want instead of proposing and constructing something new together. (Interview, 
3 April 2014.) At the Asamblea someone from the crowd asked why there was no 
representative of the municipality present. The person argued that it would be much 





citizens. The continuous opposition between the citizen actors and the government is 
understandable, since the citizens are disappointed of being in the listener’s role. 
Lamentably, it will make the fruitful discussion and real change more problematic to 
achieve.  
In the council meetings and at the block party in Cerro Panteón, I noticed that in some 
aspects the campaign is still regenerating the participation method it tries to avoid and 
criticizes. As an example, the problems the campaign is aiming to solve were defined by 
the participants of the meetings. They are real problems that affect the life in the 
neighborhood, but it was not confirmed whether these are the problems the neighbors 
find most alarming in their everyday life. The president, Don Emilio, brought this point 
up in one meeting by saying that people are interested in problems that have something 
to do with their lives. It is difficult to motivate people if the problems feel unresolvable 
and distant to them. In the block party, the visitors were also mainly in the role of 
listeners rather than actively participating.  
As the heated atmosphere at the Asamblea Ciudadana demonstrated, and what many of 
my informants suggested, it seems to be difficult for the Porteños to work together. 
Many seem to concentrate on quarreling and blaming the evil outside forces. However, 
at the Asamblea, I could sense the love for their home town and the passion for its 
protection the participants expressed in their speeches. It seems that they lack the tools 
to co-operate and achieve concrete results. This might be a result of the conflicting 
interests and backgrounds. According to Castells, one reason for the success of 
Madrid’s neighborhood movement was its fragmented nature. It was not claiming to 
represent any clearly defined common identity or goal, which probably would have 
been experienced as artificial by the participants. A very diverse spectrum of interests 
and local cultures was allowed, with the only common nominator being the goal to 
improve urban life. (1983, 215,229.) The Porteños could benefit from highlighting the 
interest they do share: the attachment to the city.  
Thus creating sense of place by involving the neighbors and making the history of the 
neighborhood familiar to them helps to motivate them for solving common problems 
together. Susan Silberberg and her research team suggest that place-making practices 
create sense of belonging and are effective in building community. They emphasize that 





(Silberberg et al 2013, 1–2, 9–11.) The neighbors of Valparaíso still need to develop 
ways to create participation culture and start doing from their own premises. However, 
as Martin suggests, the neighborhood organization is just one possibility for urban 
activism. Organizations put place above other social identities by defining 
neighborhoods as political communities. By using a place-based legitimation they 
underline particular social positions while excluding others, such as class, ethnicity, or 
sexuality. (2003, 732–733.) One such identity in Valparaíso that must not be forgotten 
is the Porteño-identity. I believe that the strong identification with the city was one of 
the aspects that contributed to the readiness of the people to help after the fire. The 
residents made use of this common nominator, the love for the city. The potential to 
work together exists, as I experienced during the helping projects. There is a will and a 







6 The fire of Valparaíso  
 
As natural disasters are not uncommon in Chile, experiences of earthquakes and 
tsunamis were often the topics of the conversations I had with my informants. If we 
talked about the history of Valparaíso, we ended up talking about how the earthquakes 
have shaped the city and its population as well, since always after a destructive 
earthquake, a great number of people have moved away. When talking about memories, 
I heard stories of how natural disasters had affected the lives of some of my informants. 
In an interview with Don Emilio, the president of the neighbors’ council of Cerro 
Panteon, he asked me whether I had experienced an earthquake at some point of my life. 
I told him that I had not, and he replied that I surely will during my three months in 
Chile. He was talking about small earthquakes, which they call temblores (trembling) in 
Chile. About a week later the first noticeable earthquake of my stay occurred. The 
following day at the neighbors’ council’s meeting Don Emilio told me with excitement: 
“Now that you have experienced an earthquake, you will understand us Chileans better. 
Now you understand something new about our life and mentality.” After five days of 
small earthquakes in a row, everybody was talking about them and speculating whether 
the repetition meant that a big one was coming. I noticed it was an effective topic to 
start a conversation, even with strangers. Finally there were no big earthquakes near 
Valparaíso during my fieldwork.
4
 After the fire, a friend of mine and I were walking 
towards the damaged area for the first time, and she commented to me that she thinks it 
was only expectable that some kind of disaster would hit Valparaíso while I was there. 
Otherwise how could I say I lived in Chile? Living constantly conscious of the powers 
of the nature is something so defining of the Chilean characteristics, that the locals felt I 
had to experience it to understand something essential of the Chileans. Earlier on the 
thesis I have examined how the Porteños expressed a profound sense of place, but still 
struggled with the levels of participation. Now I will analyze how the sense of place and 
attachment to the city, along with the common sense of solidarity, might have further 
motivated the neighbors of Valparaíso to organize themselves and help. 
                                                          
4
 However, a couple of weeks later an earthquake with a magnitude of 8.2 struck off the Northern Coast 
of Chile, near the city of Iquique, 1.436 kilometers from Valparaíso. It caused a tsunami with 7-foot 






Figure 8:  Map of the fire zone. (Larraguibel & Salinas 2014)  
 
When the fire occurred I had two weeks left of my stay in Valparaíso. This tragedy 
showed me how unexpectedly the structures in the field can change. The whole city 
seemed to stop, and people started to help according to their abilities. The rest of my 
time in Valparaíso I participated in the helping projects. I worked mostly with Patio 
Volantín, as they had interrupted their neighborhood campaign to dedicate all the time 
for organizing help. Their premises were transformed into a center for collecting 
clothes, food, and other commodities to deliver to the affected hills. I was helping in the 
center, as well as delivering the commodities to the families in the hills. The planning of 
the prevention of further disasters started immediately as well. For example, 10 days 
after the fire there was a seminar in the Congress house of Valparaíso, where 
professionals, such as a geographer, a fire chief, and politicians were discussing the 
urban planning and risk prevention in Valparaíso. I had the chance to attend this 
seminar and see how the disaster was experienced at this level as well.  
In the situation of disaster the basic elements of the society often concretize and it is 





authentic way (Hoffman & Oliver-Smith 1999, 11). In the case of Valparaíso the 
relationship between the citizens and the state became even more pronounced than 
before. The Porteños did not stand and wait until the government organized help, but 
grabbed their shovels and got up to the hills to clean up the area and help the people 
who had lost their homes. The solidarity between the citizens and the power of 
participation seemed to flourish in Valparaíso. As I did not have much time to follow 
the reconstruction or the victims’ recovery, I will mainly write about my experiences of 
the helping process and analyze them based on theories of place attachment and 
community resilience.  
As Oliver-Smith expresses it, disasters happen at the intersections of nature and culture. 
They dramatically demonstrate the mutuality and interaction of these two elements. 
According to Oliver-Smith, we understand environments as both socially constructed 
and physical spaces. Disasters as processes and contexts help us understand these 
complex relationships. (2002, 24–25.) Hoffman describes how people reacted to the 
fires in Oakland after the first shock stage. People felt that Mother Nature had reclaimed 
her land, as they had built their houses too close to the forests. (Hoffman 2002, 138.) In 
Valparaíso, many experts have been warning about the risks of this “misunderstood 
coexistence” between nature and the precarious habitats, which grow uncontrollably in 
the upper parts of Valparaíso, right next to the woods (Ossandón 2014). Now the 
relationship between nature and urban space has to be negotiated and re-evaluated. 
Oliver-Smith explains that the synchronized construction of human beings and 
environments provides a basis to the claim that we create the disasters insofar as they 
occur in the environments that we create (2002, 43). 
People are often not in equal positions when a disaster hits. Usually the well-off are in 
safer grounds when it comes to disaster preparation and survival. Although it does not 
always help to have money, quality engineering and insurances are available for those 
who can afford it. (Oliver-Smith 2002, 36.) In Valparaíso, most affected areas were 
spontaneously growing neighborhoods, occupied by the less fortunate. However, the 
amplitude of the affected area and the diversity of the neighborhoods in Valparaíso 
made sure that the social class did not save anyone from the fire. The inequality 
between the victims will finally escalate in the recovery process, as the poor are not able 






Disasters do not always have purely negative effects. Francesca Fois and Giuseppe 
Forino present an example of how a disaster can serve as a “window of opportunity.” 
After the devastating earthquake in L’Aquila, Italy, some of the residents of an affected 
village, Pescomaggiore, refused the housing recovery solutions offered by the 
government. Instead, they developed a community housing project, a self-built 
ecovillage. Fois and Forino argue that in this case, the disaster created an opportunity 
for sustainability as well as community enforcement. (2014, 719, 733–734.) They define 
community resilience as  
a process generated by grassroots groups that assume the responsibility for 
organizing themselves in a collaborative, spontaneous and autonomous 
way, exploiting local skills, knowledge and resources, and using the 
disaster as an opportunity to ameliorate the social dynamics of the 
community and to enhance its sustainability (ibid., 725).  
 
These elements were present in the actions I witnessed immediately after the fire. I will 
examine the ways in which horizontal organization, local skills and resources, and 
autonomous action were applied in Valparaíso. At a seminar concerning the 
reconstruction process, someone pointed out that this crisis can provide favorable 
circumstances for a change. It remains to be observed how the people will finally 
manage to turn the solidarity and sense of place into a window of opportunity for a 
more sustainable and participative communities.  
 
6.1 Fuerza Valpo, Fuera Castro – The rhetorics and politics of the disaster 
 
The locality of the disaster was an important factor in the helping process. The people of 
Valparaíso were the first ones to mobilize themselves and find ways to help. Symbols of 
nationalism and affection to Valparaíso were visible all over the city and especially in 
the affected area. Chilean flags in the middle of destroyed houses and ash were an 
impressive sight when I went to the fire area for the first time. I also heard the people 
state how “us Chileans have always survived and moved on, we are fighters”. The 
whole city was full of banderols saying “Fuerza Valpo!”(strength for Valparaíso). The 







Figure 9: A car parked in my neighborhood, Cerro Alegre, a few days after the fire. 
The hashtag fuerzavalpo is popular on Twitter for spreading news and commenting on 
events related to the fire. As I interpret it, the phrase is a way for the Porteños to express 
their identification with the city and solidarity for their “neighbors”. It is also a greeting 
from people in other places, sending a message that they care about what has happened 
in Valparaíso. In both cases, the phrase verbalizes the crisis as an issue of the whole 
city. This was a crisis of the Porteños, as the whole city had been affected by the 
magnitude of the fire. Everyone I talked to knew someone who lived in the destroyed 
area. The sense of community and the sense of place were strongly present in the 
helping process. The “we-spirit” is often present in the first stages of disaster recovery. 
Mottos and statements normally express the will and ability of the people who work 
together. “We can, we will rebuild, we will go stronger” are common statements recited 
by victims of disasters. (Hoffman 1999, 142–143.) 
The whole city was all of a sudden full of action. Universities cancelled their lectures 
for one week so the students could go and help. Primary and secondary schools 
organized field trips to help in sorting out donated clothes or food. At first it was very 





At some point certain parts of the hills were already too full of people, while in others 
the affected families were all alone. As people spontaneously started helping, no one 
was really organizing the actions. Volunteers were also needed all over the city for 
activities ranging from cooking to taking care of lost pets in the temporary 
accommodations. Soon the mobilization started to have more organized forms. There 
were map applications where one could check where help was needed the most. People 
with specific skills, such as architects or psychologists, were called for in the social 
media. Campaigns such as Valpo ayuda a Valpo (Valpo helps Valpo) emerged, as 
cultural centers and other citizen initiatives organized themselves quickly. The name of 
this campaign underlines the fact that all the other people in Valparaíso were the closest 
ones and able to help in the most urgent matters. Also the alternative plans for 
rebuilding were already underway in many directions. There was definitely something 
to do for everyone. All I talked about with my friends was where each of us was going 
to volunteer that day. The local people organized the necessary skills and knowledge to 
the affected area by themselves. This is how the local resources, which for example Fois 
and Forino (2014, 721, 725) mention in their paper, were mobilized in Valparaíso. 
I was mostly working with Patio Volantín. They created an autonomous network of 
voluntaries, called Desde el Fuego – juntos a pata y hasta el ultimo cerro, freely 
translated as “from the fire – together, by foot, and until the last hill”. We went to the 
affected hills in pairs, and as the name of campaign stated, by foot, which was the 
easiest way to reach the most distant places. Normally we would get a ride to 
somewhere close by hitchhiking, as the people driving saw that we were going to the 
hills to help. If someone passing by us while we were walking did not have space in 
their car, they would at least honk at us or shout Fuerza Valpo!. The spirit of 
participation was tangible. In the hills the atmosphere was surprisingly positive as well. 
The affected people were happy to see that they were not alone. The devastation in the 
hills did not seem so stark when there were people and noise everywhere. It was only 
when I stopped to look around at the emptiness and ash and think about the level of 
destruction that I realized what actually had happened there. However, keeping the spirit 
up was important for both us volunteers and for the victims. As my roommate 
commented to me after one day spent at the hills: “It does not seem as if there were 
roles of helpers and helped. Everyone is just doing as much as they can and at the same 





families changed in the evenings, when the volunteers left and they stayed to look at the 
empty space where their home used to be.  
 
Figure 10: A part of Cerro La Cruz after the fire. 
 
The weekend after the fire was Easter weekend. The volunteers were trying to bring 
some holiday spirit for the children in the hills. We saw people dressed as Easter 
bunnies handing out candy and balloons. Games and other fun program were organized 
in the temporary accommodations. Because of the long weekend, people from all over 
Chile arrived to volunteer. At this point the local government was trying to control the 
amount of people that would ascend to the hills. All the volunteers were expected to 
prove they had taken a tetanus vaccine in order to get a wristband which permits the 
entrance to the affected area. There was a limited amount of wristbands, since the 
government argued that there were too many volunteers. The organizers at Patio 
Volantín were frustrated about this, and finally told their volunteers not to get a 
wristband and go to the hills anyway. Their opinion was that there cannot be too many 
volunteers. They were also annoyed by the fact that they had been organizing help for 
almost a week, and now the government wanted to control the work. They were also 





citizen initiatives, but tried to get all the volunteers registered as volunteers of the 
government. In the end there was no one checking the wristbands anywhere in the hills. 
This case is again one example of the distrust between the government and mobilized 
citizens. Co-operation is not easy when the distrust originates from both sides. Even 
though the government had a decent idea of organizing the volunteers more effectively 
and taking care of their security, the initiative arrived too late. My informant Arturo 
commented about this later by saying that some confrontation was expected. At first the 
state did not organize or control the help in any way, but then all of a sudden tried to 
intervene in a situation of which the organizations and individual citizens had a much 
clearer and realistic vision. (Arturo, discussion, 25 April 2014.) Hoffmann and Oliver-
Smith argue that locals often understand the situation better than outside actors and 
know how the help should be organized and distributed. The outside organizations 
should acknowledge the local systems in order to effectively distribute the aid. (1999, 
11.) In this case the locals would be the Porteños, who had been present in the area 
since the first day of the fire and built the channels for the aid.  
 
Figure 11: “Only the people will help the people”. A sign in a house in the affected area, Cerro 
Mariposa. 
Of course the state did not stand still when the disaster hit, but reacted for example by 





in the whole city, but especially in the affected area. The presence of the soldiers caused 
an awkward atmosphere in the city. My informants said it reminded them of the 
dictatorship and the sense of fear in the street that time. They were also afraid of the 
general restlessness caused by the military and said that should a problem arise, the 
soldiers would shoot if they could not control the situation. According to Hoffmann, the 
outside actors who join the aid a little bit later can either help or complicate the process 
of recovery. Sometimes they can disturb the systems developed by the victims 
themselves. These outside forces can be, for example, the state or international 
organizations. Hoffmann argues that the state is often experienced as an enemy or 
complication. It is the actor that controls, denies, and constrains. The state might 
prevent people from returning to their homes in the destruction area. (Hoffmann 1999, 
144–145.) 
In the case of Valparaíso the disaster area was not controlled despite the military 
presence. With the exception of the Easter weekend’s intended controls, everyone could 
enter the area and people were allowed to stay in tents in their plots. Many of the 
victims did not want to go to the temporary housing, but rather stayed in the hills and 
worked as much as possible to rebuild their houses. One family I visited in the upper 
and remote part of one of the destroyed hills told me that they cannot leave their plots, 
as they are squats and someone else would come and occupy them. A large part of the 
destroyed areas were informal and spontaneous housing. Immediately after the fire there 
was a lot of discussion about the urban planning and the dangers of informal housing in 
the upper parts of the hills and in the ravines. It is problematic to relocate all the people 
since they have no other place to go, at least according to what they were saying 
themselves. So the people started rebuilding their houses in the same places 
immediately, aware of the risk of a similar disaster happening again. The most 
immediate threat was the winter about to begin with cold weathers and lots of rain. 
Valparaíso’s hills are always vulnerable to landslides in the rainy season, but the burnt 
hills were in exceptional danger due to the loose ash and lack of trees and buildings to 
stabilize the ground. The most sinister predictions were that an even more severe 
disaster than the fire might occur if the rains caused a landslide in the area.  
Among the people who suffered from the fire was a professor of geography, Luis 
Álvarez, who lost his house. He had been talking about the huge risks in the upper parts 





last 40 years than any earthquake or tsunami in Valparaíso. Yet the risk mitigation 
politics are mainly concentrated on tsunami alerts and evacuation plans. Álvarez had 
now decided to leave the city, saying that “I have become overcome by Valparaíso”. 
(Ossandón 2014.) Some of my friends were also talking about this dangerous 
romanticized image of Valparaíso with spontaneously growing neighborhoods. As 
Valparaíso originally started growing without planning, it is sometimes seen as a natural 
continuation. Experts like Álvarez have been saying that this type of growth is 
extremely risky, and disasters will happen. In the seminar I attended at the Congress of 
Valparaíso, a fire chief commented that the city is like “a box of surprises”. He said that 
because of the poor infrastructure and the carelessness of people who throw rubbish 
everywhere, fires will continue to destroy the city. 
In the same seminar, there was also a woman who said that her house has burned down 
three times and that now she is building the fourth one in the same place. In the affected 
hills I saw flags with the text “el otro Chile que no elige donde vive” (the other Chile 
that does not choose where to live). I asked one family about this message, and they told 
me that it was an answer for a reporter who had asked why they had built a house there. 
The confrontation between the authorities and disaster victims escalated when the 
mayor of Valparaíso, Jorge Castro, went to discuss with the fire victims. A citizen was 
confronting him about the lack of fresh water in the hill, and he replied: “Did I invite 
you to live here?”. This conversation was caught on recorder, and the audio quickly 
started to spread around. (Perfiltv 2014; Cisterna 2014.) The rude comment of the 
mayor, te invité yo a vivir aqui, is now used in memes and street art criticizing him. 
Some residents of Valparaíso are now demanding the resignation of the mayor Castro 
and the recognition of the responsibility of the municipality in the disaster. The victims 
of the fire were very disappointed in the disorganization and unpreparedness of the local 
government. (Ahora Noticias 2014.) The victims thus acknowledged that it is dangerous 
for them and others to continue living in the same places with hastily built houses. They 
were, however, among other Porteños, demanding the authorities to take responsibility 
in the situation, as they had no place else to go. Besides having no other option, 
relocation was not a preferred choice for many of the victims, since it was their homes 
that were in question. The sense of place and community attachment was strong and 






6.2 Disasters and place attachment 
 
In disasters people lose important places. In addition to their homes, they might lose 
places of encounter and familiar places that represent community and identity. These 
environmental features affect issues such as place attachment, self, and social 
interpretation. Relocating people after disasters have dramatic impacts on the 
community. (Hoffman & Oliver-Smith 1999, 7.) Disruptions of place attachment, such 
as environmental disasters, disturb the sense of continuity and can cause feelings of loss 
and estrangement (Manzo & Perkins 2006, 338). My informant Doña Maria, who had 
lost her home in a tsunami, talked about the loss of place and loss of memories. Her 
daughter Mireya said that it affected her memory as well, even though she had not been 
born at the time. As the family photos and other memories were destroyed, the history 
of her family remained partly concealed. The home is often seen as an extension of the 
self, since it contains objects that symbolize past events, relationships, personal 
achievements, and other elements that define and reveal communal and personal 
identities. That is why losing a house is such a powerful disruption of place attachment. 
(Brown & Perkins 1992, 285.) Doña Maria chose to relocate and leave the old 
hometown, but in Valparaíso many people had already started building their houses 
back in their old places two weeks after the fire. In the fire whole neighborhood 
communities were destroyed. Many of the Porteños, including the fire victims, have 
demonstrated deep attachment to their home neighborhoods. However, the romanticized 
image of spontaneously growing city, combined with the poor possibilities of some 
people to relocate, causes risks that disasters will keep happening. In her thesis about 
natural disasters in Vietnam, Uy Ngoc Bui recounts similar experiences. One of her 
informants, Mr. Duong at Red Cross, told her stories about how people in Vietnam 
often resisted relocation even when the disaster was threatening them, and by 
evacuation they could avoid the risk. The unwillingness to move was explained to be 
due to strong attachment to their land and homes. In Vietnam it was mostly male elders 
who persistently refused to move. (Bui 2008, 77.) In Valparaíso stories about the 
victims quickly started going around. One of them was a tragedy of an old couple who 
refused to evacuate from the fire. Someone told me that their neighbors tried to tell the 
couple to leave the area with them when they heard the fire was approaching, but the 
couple had refused. I heard this story many times from different people, and the 





rather than go live in temporary housing for the winter and start over with nothing left. 
To me this extreme story symbolizes the desperation of the victims in the face of a 
disaster on the one hand, but on the other, the deep attachment to home that has been 
created and built in the course of years, even decades.   
After the earthquake and the avalanche that buried the city of Yungay in Peru in 1970, 
the government wanted to rebuild the city 15 kilometers away from its original location 
in order to avoid such disasters in the future. The survivors strongly opposed that 
suggestion, since the city, even though then covered with mud, represented their identity 
and roots. They felt that a new city in another location would not be a community, but 
only an artificial creation. Finally the residents had their will, and the rebuilding process 
was accelerated by the determination of the residents to prove their rootedness to the 
original location. The shared struggle against the authorities and attachment to place 
united the people again after being divided by feelings of inequality. (Oliver-Smith 
1999, 157–160.) The people of Pescomaggiore also found an opportunity in the 
confrontation with the government. As the government’s solution was to relocate the 
people in an area more than 8 kilometers away from the village, some of the residents 
refused. They did not want to leave their homes and lose their community identity. 
Instead, they developed a grassroots response, utilized collective skills, and exploited 
“the power of place” by applying local material and immaterial resources. The resulting 
ecovillage thus symbolized attachment to place and community resilience. (Fois & 
Forino 2014, 720–721.)  
Hoffman has noticed that catastrophe survivors quickly develop rituals and ceremonies. 
The disaster place becomes an important memorial. The place has returned to a “natural 
state” and is shaped with cultural elements, such as altars and monuments. In Oakland 
fires, people were making chapels and meditation spaces out of the destroyed property. 
According to Hoffman, the survivors often take memories like these or pictures of their 
old houses to their temporary homes as enshrinements of the past. (Hoffman 1999, 143, 
151.) This reminds me of a family I met in the hills. They had collected unrecognizable 
objects from the ruins of their house. They called these pieces “art of fire”. My friends 
and I had been visiting this family a couple of times, and they wanted to give some 
small pieces to us as presents, something to remember them by. It was very touching, as 
these were important memories for them, all they had left of their home. The geographer 





the worst urban tragedy in the history of Valparaíso. In an open letter to his students of 
geography and architecture, he invites them to take care of the ruins and make a 
museum out of his house. He asks them to gather debris from all of the affected hills, 
paint the walls with graffiti, and make a white illumination as homage to the victims of 
the fire. (Álvarez 2014.) I interpret these actions as a way of making something 
beautiful and meaningful out of the disaster and destruction, and of having some agency 
and control over the event. It is also important for the survivors to remember this 
tragedy and the life before it. 
The request of Luis Álvarez thus sheds light on how a disaster can be an opportunity for 
place-making instead of only a disruption in the sense of place. He has now created a 
new meaning for an existing place, and invites his students to contribute to the process 
as well. In Pescomaggiore, the identity of the village was recreated after the earthquake. 
It is now associated with the ecovillage instead of a struggling, depopulating rural 
village. The ecovillagers have also implemented a memory project, where experiences 
of the past and the present and visions of the future are collected from the inhabitants. 
(Fois & Forino 2014, 727, 733–734.) These examples show how the practices of place-
making are not only necessary in the disaster recovery, but have a great significance in 
community strengthening and making sense of the chaos. New meanings can arise out 
of the ash.  
This is one of the contradictions that disasters reveal. Struggles between continuity and 
instability, co-operation and conflict, and power and resistance are perceivable in many 
catastrophe situations (Oliver-Smith 2002, 26). They also make people balance in 
between endings and new beginnings, between disruptions in place attachments and 
new place-making processes. The power relations might change, as new actors find their 
opportunity to influence them in the midst of disorder. Inequality and the management 
and distribution of resources become central issues. People end up being dependent on 
outside forces. Disasters are often seen as material events, as property and goods are 
important issues. However, the situation immediately after a disaster provides a fruitful 
context for the rise of political solidarity and activism. (Hoffman & Oliver-Smith 1999, 
8.) In Valparaíso the criticism of the authorities intensified after the fire. On the one 
hand, the city experienced a wave of solidarity and action, but on the other, the sense of 





point for the citizens, and they were not shy to express their anger and disappointment 
towards the local government and the whole political organization of Chile.  
The nature is also viewed dualistically in disasters – as the Monster who destroys and as 
the Mother who cleanses. According to Hoffman’s experiences, as the time went by, the 
victims of the Oakland fire started to see how the disaster purified the community and 
gave them a fresh start. (Hoffman 2002, 138.) The fresh start that follows the disruption 
of the sense of place can be harnessed to mobilize citizen participation and rebuild a 
community. Community members can be empowered not only by shared values and 
emotional ties to place, but also by situations of conflict and change. (Manzo & Perkins 
2006, 338, 344.) The cases of Yungay and Pescomaggiore provide concrete examples of 
how a conflict with the authorities combined with place attachment resulted in enhanced 
community resilience (Oliver-Smith 1999; Fois & Forino 2014).  
The fire destroyed some of the sense of place in Valparaíso by destroying the places 
themselves and most memories attached to them. The identification with place has been 
disturbed. However, I witnessed many ways of building community and recreating 
identity and place, even very soon after the disaster. The memorial-making and the use 
of strong place-related rhetoric and symbols revealed the powerful emotional 
attachment the Porteños and the Chileans have for their city and country.  
Rosemary Barbera (2009) reminds us that Chile used to have active grassroots 
participation and mobilization before the dictatorship. The urban communities are an 
example of effective citizen organization. The community of La Pincoya in Santiago 
was founded when a large group of people without homes took over an empty lot and 
fought for housing. They took their future into their own hands when legal efforts 
failed. Even during the dictatorship, small groups continued to organize neighborhood 
soup kitchens, communal workshops, and cultural centers for the youth. Only the 
turnout was significantly smaller than before. (Ibid., 73–74.) Barbera’s informants 
missed the time when neighbors would get together and solve their own problems or 
work together with the government to solve them. They mourned the passivity of people 
today, as they wait for someone else to come and fix their problems. (Ibid., 80.) This is 
exactly what I heard from the neighbors’ council’s members and other active neighbors. 





reconstruction process, however, I witnessed neighbors taking their future into their 
own hands and organizing themselves to solve their problems.  
By channeling the sentiments of attachment and anger correctly, the mobilization of the 
citizens, which has been longed after in Valparaíso, might now rise to a new level. The 
fire, despite its devastating force, has also the potential to be “a window of opportunity” 
for the Porteños. The immediate mobilization after the disaster disclosed the potential 
the city has. After all, as I heard people state, the solidarity is in the nature of the 
Chileans and has to be woken up. Even if this claim was merely a sentiment, it is all that 
matters, since the people can make it a reality. As my informant Arturo put it, people 
have an inner need to create a community and participate. He said that this need has 
been smothered and concealed by the dictatorship and other changes in the culture. In 
times of disorganization, such as now in the midst of a disaster, people act like before 
the dictatorship, by normally participating and helping. (Arturo, discussion 25.4.2014.) 
The basic elements of the society are revealed.  
The disasters can potentially also divide people. According to Hoffman, in later stages 
of recovery, the experience of disaster can create a gap between those who were victims 
and those who were not. The non-victims might envy the victims for all the aid they get 
or be disappointed in how slow the recovery process is. Often a lack of understanding 
develops between the groups. (Hoffman 1999, 145–149.) Manzo and Perkins argue that 
if reactions to the disruption of sense of place are not properly addressed, they might 
end up dividing the community (2006, 338). I was not present in the later phases of 
recovery in Valparaíso, thus I cannot say for sure what happened to the community 
spirit afterwards. Some of the local volunteers suspected that at some point the owners 
of those houses that were somewhat modest, but not damaged in the fire, might envy the 
neighbors for their new houses. According to Hoffman, this is exactly what happened in 
Oakland (1999, 145). My experience was that immediately after the fire the community 
resilience was strong, and people were very much united in the project. I realize that my 
experience is limited to the very first stages of the disaster, and that the community 
dynamics are likely to alter during the recovery process. Following the development of 
the communities in the affected hills would be an interesting and important subject for a 








In this thesis I have examined the significance of place attachment for the citizen 
participation in Valparaíso, Chile. My assumption of very active neighborhood life and 
citizen participation was shattered almost immediately when I arrived in the field. One 
of the main reasons for this turned out to be the difficult past that kept haunting the 
communities in the present. Chile’s journey towards participative democracy is not yet 
finished. The scars from the military dictatorship still persist. I have analyzed how 
place-making can be a tool for building a stronger community and increase 
participation. Place attachments can be created or enhanced by strategies of place-
making. As demonstrated by environmental psychologists (e.g. Manzo & Perkins 2006; 
Brown, Perkins, & Brown 2003), attachments often increase the motivation to engage in 
common activities. I argue that the affection for the city is a powerful common 
nominator for most people in Valparaíso. For many, this city is not just a city – it is a 
personage. However, the Porteños were longing for a more communal life and active 
neighborhoods. If the affection for the city was reinforced and harnessed by practices of 
place-making, the motivation for participation could be greatly enhanced. People are 
more motivated to stay in and improve or protect places that are meaningful to them 
(Manzo & Perkins 2006, 347).  
Social relationships form a significant part of place attachments (Gerson, Stueve & 
Fischer 1977, 139–140). In Valparaíso, people talked a lot about neighborhood life, vida 
de barrio. Especially the elders were keen to discuss the lack of it and longed for a more 
village-like neighborhood. The younger generation felt more optimistic about the 
interaction with neighbors. My informants’ experiences were that there is still a lack of 
trust in one another as a result of the times of political repression. I could see that there 
are many who wish to work for the common good, but lacked the will or ability to do it 
together. However, the generational change and the example given by the student 
movements give hope for a development towards a more participative society.  
Nonetheless, the new generations must not forget about why they are fighting for the 
new definition of democracy and participation. According to Connerton (2009), the 
rapid changes brought by modernity lead to forgetting. Since remembering is intensely 





of place. Therefore they are often strongly objected. Whereas some changes are 
inevitable, and new stories will be created as a result, the protection of urban landscapes 
as testimonies of social histories is essential. In Valparaíso there is a designated area, 
the UNESCO World Heritage site, which is protected. However, it only covers a small 
part of the public pasts of the Porteños, as I have discussed.  
The neighborhood organizations and other urban activists are fighting for these public 
pasts to be preserved and recovered. The struggle for the public space in the city is 
accelerating, especially around the themes that characterize Valparaíso. The port and the 
seafront are particularly meaningful for the Porteños, and they do not want that 
connection to be replaced by a commercial space. They also want more elevators 
repaired and back in use, since they are a big part of the cultural patrimony, as well as 
an essential means of transportation in the city.  
The citizen organizations are attempting to come up with ways to engage more people 
in contributing to the issues of their neighborhood. The neighbors’ councils are a 
traditional form of participation, but according to my interpretation, the communities do 
not feel this institution truly provides them with a role in the decision-making processes. 
It is important to have alternative forms of mobilization that are initiated by the 
neighbors themselves and organized horizontally. The neighborhood workshops at Patio 
Volantín are the type of activities that genuinely engage people in place-making 
projects. Occupying public space and creating meaningful activities together should 
enhance the sense of community. Also being familiar with the history and stories related 
to a place is one important aspect in feeling identified with it (Low 1992, 173–174). 
Therefore the projects for recovering common history are an essential part of place-
making.  
Valparaíso is a city with a rich history and countless stories. Narratives are one of the 
elements by which place attachments are formed. All my informants were happy to tell 
me stories about their important places in the city. They seemed to link their past very 
firmly to the places they use to live in or otherwise spend time in. The individuals’ 
stories and the circulating narratives about the city’s history and famous protagonists 
are all enhancing the common experience of living in Valparaíso. These stories make 
Valparaíso come alive to its people. The interactions with the city provide it with 





identity. As I have discussed, the people of Valparaíso sometimes have distinct interests 
and find it difficult to work together. As the case of the neighborhood movement in 
Spain demonstrated (Castells 1983), it might not be useful to attempt to create a 
strategic identity or a common goal for all the participants of the movement. However, 
as the attachment to the city seems to be something most Porteños share, they can make 
use of that. David M. Hummon argues that the meaning of community sentiment can be 
seen in the use of the local imagery that people use to identify themselves. For example, 
city dwellers tend to distinguish themselves from the people who live in the 
countryside. Favorable community imagery facilitates the construction of a sense of 
attachment to the form of community in question. (Hummon 1992, 259.) If the Porteños 
are proud to be Porteños, it should help them take care of their city.   
Locally placed discourses can enhance the creation of this local imagery. What Deborah 
Martin calls “place-frames” help organize everyday experiences in a particular place 
and connect them to community action (Martin 2003, 747). Problems in the local scale 
should be easier to tackle, especially if they can be addressed by concretely doing 
something. As the tactical urbanists emphasize, place-making is above all making. 
Therefore concrete action at the local level is an effective way to increase community 
attachment, neighborhood life, and finally mobilization to protect the neighborhood or 
the city. The problems of broader scale might be difficult to grasp and respond to at the 
neighborhood level. However, the actions to affect them can be initiated by grassroots 
level concrete actions, such as enhancing place attachment by creating a neighborhood 
plantation or making a mural together. 
The immediate mobilization after the fire revealed the potential and willingness to act 
that the Porteños have in them. Although the organization of the aid was not the most 
successful one, the crowd of people participating made a big difference in the first stage 
of the crisis. Among the victims of the disaster, sharing a common goal of recovery and 
reconstruction may reinforce the sense of community and attachment to place. I have 
not been there to witness how the situation has developed from the point of view of the 
victims. However, according to my observations, a common enemy for both victims and 
other Porteños was quickly found. The government, the local government, and the 
mayor all received harsh criticism, and from my point of view it was justified. The most 
notable thing is the resurrection of the long lost ability to work together as people and 





Chilean mentality. The basic elements of the society were thus revealed. The inner need 
to create a community and participate had been released.  
I hope this potential will be harnessed for the planning and development of the 
destroyed communities. According to Fois and Forino, the lack of involvement of the 
residents in the reconstruction process is one of the most significant critiques towards 
the government initiatives in disasters. The ignorance of the power of place is another 
one. Fois and Forino argue that disasters can create new ways of organizing space, as 
the case of the ecovillage demonstrates. (2014, 723–724.) In Valparaíso, alternative 
spatial solutions are desperately needed. I had the chance to follow both the grassroots-
action and top-level seminars after the fire. The common desire for a change was visible 
at both levels. However, the means to achieve those goals did not meet. What I saw 
during my field was people and the government opposing each other instead of working 
together. Some initiatives for the citizen participation in urban planning had recently 
emerged, such as workshops organized by the planning consultants. Hopefully this trend 
will continue, and the residents would be truly involved in the reconstruction process of 
the affected areas. However, even if the government will not create effective channels 
for participation, the Porteños are not doomed. The case of the ecovillage of 
Pescomaggiore and the history of Chile’s active urban communities are powerful 
examples of what the citizens as a community are capable of, even without the support 
of the government. By channeling the place attachment and memory into grassroots-
activism, horizontal organization, and place-making practices, the window of 
opportunity for a new kind of urban life may present itself for the Porteños. Sometimes, 
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